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The sad state of (Bye © 
Notre Dame football #4 2 


The Patriots’ 
Bill Belichick 


imagine watching the NFL 
the way the NFL does 


NFL PLAYERS 


ronics America, Inc. All rights reserved. Sa: tronics Co.,Ltd. Screen images simulated. 


er NFL-related trademé ademarks of 


SAMSUNG 


Samsung is the official HDTV of the NFL three years running and is now their #1 
HDTV pick for in-stadium coaches’ booths. And since all games are being broadcast 
in HD, there’s no better time to get a Samsung HDTV. The NFL and Samsung. 
The decision is clear. For more information, visit samsung.com/nfl 


Cheating in sports is nothing new. 
But Bill Belichick crossed a line in 
the latest scandal—and cast a 
shadow over his character and 
the Patriots’ run of success. 

By Matt Crossman 


18 Assertiveness 


training 

USC pummeled Nebraska and 
served notice to LSU and anyone 
else watching: Not only is this 
Trojans team No. 1, but it could 
be the best team in Pete Carroll’s 
era of excellence. By Tom Dienhart 


22 Back to 
Square 1 


In the wake of another humbling 
loss, there are plenty of numbers 
that bear out just how bad this 
Notre Dame team is but none 
that answers one big question: 
How bad is it going to get? 

By Steve Greenberg 


24 Fanatic Phillie 


Shortstop Jimmy Rollins tells SN 
how he prepared for a career year 


12 Tricks, 
spies and 
videotapes 


and speaks his piece about being 
fed up with just coming close in the Phillies’ 
postseason quest. By Stan McNeal 
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To Know List Greg Oden’s season-ending 
knee surgery may be a blow, but it's not a 
blown career. 

On Deck Check out Vince Young vs. Reggie 
Bush and baseball’s sad-sack N.L. Central. 
Trip of a Lifetime Despite Fenway Park’s 
cramped seating, pervasive smell and poor 
parking, a real fan must attend a game there 
and revel in its classic quirks. 
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Irish eyes were rolling 
after Notre Dame got 
steamrolled again— 

this time by Michigan. 


Send your editorial comments to 
Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings at 


jrawlings @ sportingnews.com. 


To subscribe to Sporting News, 
call 800-777-6785. 


Listen to Sporting News Radio online at 
radio.sportingnews.com. 


For address changes or subscription questions or problems, e-mail subscription @sportingnews.com., For delivery questions or problems, e-mail delivery @sportingnews.com. 
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blow, but not a blown career 


Oden got up from the 
couch, and now he’ll be 

spending a lot of time 
on the couch. 


Belichick thought Patriot Act made it OK to ‘snoop around a little’ >> ‘Today’ team rallies to Roker's defense after Barber rips weatherman 
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‘A sharp pain’ 


In his brief time on the national stage, Oden has suffered amie wrist, a ‘case of 
- tonsillitis and, now, a season-ending knee injury. On eisbanergon ‘Oden blogged 
about how he discovered his i injury: ted 
“On my vacation earlier this summer, | got up off the couch anal fofriember ahi knee 
having a sharp pain in it. That was about a month ago at didn’t tell anyone | because | 
didn’t want to. ‘seem like | | was complaining or making excuses for anything, Plus, | 
wasn't doing anything at the time | realized it hurt, so | figured it couldn’t be anything 
big. 
“After a couple of weeks, | had to finally tell someone, so || went to. St. Vincent's 
Sports Performance (where | worked out before ‘the draft) and got my knee looked at. 
My knee was swollen. IF finally just said that | need to tell my trainer because this i is not 


normal. We went to the doctor's the next day to geta ‘MRI, and that night me and my The m icrofra cture scoreca rd 
mom ended up in the doctor's office being told that | have t to, ‘get surgery. . ae f 


- Microfracture surgery has had a 
“| would like for me to be playing and not seem 1 like I'ma high-maintenance player, spotty history Shae vr players. 


‘ 


but things just keep te up.” -*-. 


Not long after it was announced that Trail 
Blazers center Greg Oden—the No. 1 overall 
pick in the June draft and the most highly 
anticipated incoming big man since Tim 
Duncan—would require microfracture sur- 
gery to stimulate cartilage growth in his 
right knee, one name popped up: Sam 
Bowie. 

Bowie, of course, was the ignominious 
big man chosen by the Blazers with the 
No. 2 pick in the 1984 
draft, just ahead of a 
shooting guard from 


‘I know he is 


, : There have been rousing successes 
z but some bitter failures, too. 


a back problem. He smiled and shook his 
head. “I feel great,’ he said. “Really, I have 
been checked out by (Portland's) doctors, by 
my doctors. Everything is fine. The wrist is 
coming along, It hurt at times last year, but it 
gets better every day. And the back stuff, that 
is nothing” 

Besides, in no way is Oden’s career over. 
He is only 19, and though microfracture sur- 
gery has ended the careers of several NBA 
players, doctors seem to be 
getting better at it. The only 
two players to have the sur- 


North Carolina named . gery at an age nearly as 
Michael Jordan. Injuries going to come young as Oden’s are Zach 
decimated Bowie’ career, back from this. Randolph and Amare 
and Jordan went on to That’s not even Stoudemire. Both required 
become Jordan. Now, awo y more than a year to get 
Oden is injured, and those anne GM. back to full strength, but 


who felt the Blazers erred 
by taking him instead of 
small forward Kevin 
Durant seem further justified in dangling 
Bowie-Jordan comparisons. 

But hang on a moment. The Blazers were 
absolutely right to select the drafts most 
dominant big man. There was no way for 
Portland brass to tell Oden’s knee would 
become a problem. I was with Oden 
just before the draft, when con- 
cerns about the wrist injury he 
suffered before his only 
season at Ohio State 
were being com- 

pounded by 
rumors of 


Kevin Pritchard 


both have returned to an 
All-Star level. 

Portland team physician 
Dr. Don Roberts performed Oden's surgery 
and is optimistic about his return. He found 
a small tear—the size of a fingernail—in 
Oden’ cartilage, which should heal. “He is 
young,’ Roberts says. “The area where the 
damage was is small, and the rest of his knee 
looked normal. All those are good signs for 
a complete recovery:’ 

That recovery will take a year, though. 
Still, the Blazers are in this for the long haul. 
Asked if, knowing what he knows now, 
Oden would still be the top pick, Portland 
general manager Kevin Pritchard does not 
hesitate. “Without a doubt, yes,’ he says. “I 
know he is going to come back from this. 
That’s not even a worry.’ —Sean Deveney 
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NFL 
stadium 
songs that 
must be 
retired 


—NOW 


‘We Will Rock 
You,’ Queen 
‘Rock & Roll, 
Pt. 2,’ 
Gary Glitter 
‘Unbelievable,’ 
EMF and 


‘Tubthumping,’ 
Chumbawamba 


‘Song 2,’ Blur 
‘It’s My Life,’ 
Bon Jovi 


‘1 Got You 
(I Feel Good),’ 
James Brown 
‘Pump It Up,’ 
Elvis Costello 


‘Hells Bells,’ 
AC/DC 
“We're Not 
Gonna Take It,’ 
Twisted Sister 
‘Blitzkrieg 
Bop,’ The Ramones 


—Source: Blender.com 


BCS race all but decided 


Spurrier had the 
Goliath role down. 
Now he’s trying 
out the role of 
David. 


Role reversal 


Is Steve Spurrier—despite his miserable experience with the Washington 
Redskins—100 percent the man he used to be? In this respect, there's no ques- 
tion about it: Steve Spurrier remains the most feared coach in the SEC. 

And don't think Saturday's opponent—big, bad LSU—is impervious to the 
intimidation factor the man brings to‘every game. 

Spurrier doesn't have enough talent yet at South Carolina to win a confer- 
ence championship. He won six of those in 12 years at Florida. In two-plus 
seasons at the other USC, he has gone from giant to giant-killer. 

In 2005, the first season of Spurrier’s comeback, Tennessee, Arkansas and 
Florida went down in order. In 2006, the Gamecocks had a field goal attempt 
blocked as time expired in Gainesville—or else Florida would have been an 
afterthought in the national title picture. Rival Clemson wasn't so lucky on its 
home turf two weeks later. 

Then, two weeks ago, the Gamecocks won at 11th-ranked Georgia—which 
had shut out the Gamecocks in Columbia the year before. “This was nota shock,” 
Spurrier said. Better be ready for anything in Baton Rouge. —Steve Greenberg 


Deal ... or no deal? Marcus Allen 

doesn’t have to answer that question anymore, 

but he wil! be on hand—along with seven other 
NFL Hall of Famers—to hear game-show host Howie Mandel 
ask it. The special episode of Deal or No Deal (Wednesday, 
NBC, 8 p.m. ET) will celebrate Sunday Night Football, com- 
plete with a set designed to resemble an NFL field. And hey— 
if the contestant wins big, he'll have plenty of millionaires 
handy to ask for advice. 


Wild-card would be ‘biggest accomplishment in Yankees history, Steinbrenner says 
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BENSON'S WEEKEND. JUST AS GOOD AS THE LAST. 


Johnny Benson scored his second consecutive win at Gateway International Raceway Saturday in his No. 23 
TCUV Tundra. It’s Benson's third victory of the season and eighth career victory in a Toyota Tundra. “I can't 
thank Toyota enough for these engines. They are just awesome,” said Benson after the race. Congratulations to 
Benson, TCUV, and everyone at Bill Davis Racing. For the latest news, visit toyota.com/pitpass 


OFFICIAL PARTNER ; ' @PTOYOTA 


/ /| /|| NASCAR . NASCAR® is a registered trademark of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing, Inc. ©2007 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc. moving forward 


: 


‘ON 


|GOTTA SEE ices: 


PICK ofthe WEEK 
* se 


MON 


Titans at Saints (8:30 p.m., ESPN). We 
don't care if they're in NFL uniforms, college uniforms 
or French maid uniforms—when Vince Young and 
Reggie Bush share a football field, even the dust bun- 
nies on our TV get excited. 


In the October 1 issue 


Baseball playoff preview. Red Sox Nation has grown into 
Red Sox World, a behemoth of big personalities, huge expectations and 
an insatiable desire for all things Boston baseball. Sitting at the center 
a, an affable and unassuming sort who must 
deal with a whole lot of crazy. Can he put a lid on the insanity long 


is manager 


enough for the Sox to capture another World Series title? 


Nobody does See a Different Game like we do—and we'll have 


one for every NFL team. Ohhh, yeah. 
Drop that puck! It’s time for hockey season! 


9/24/07 


E> The dog days of summer 
> ( 2 3 are over, but there 
¢ rs, \ are still a few dogs 
left in the hunt. 
SAT Pirates at Cubs (1 pm., WGN) and 


Brewers at Braves (4 p.m., FOX regional). You don't 
have to love the N.L. Central. You don’t even have to 
respect it. But if you cried when Old Yeller died—don't 
even try to deny it—then you have to have a soft spot 
for at least one of the division’s ddg contenders. 


SUN Cowboys at Bears (8 p.m., NBC). Why 
are we picking Dallas to unseat the defending NFC 
champs? Mainly because Tony Romo is a far more 
efficient quarterback than Rex Grossman. Then again, 
Grossman does have a much better postseason holder 
rating. 

TUE 25 wets Greatest Games (7 p.m., ESPN2). 
The year was 1993, and a couple of ad-libbing 
fools—24-year-old Brett Favre and 25-year-old Barry 
Sanders—traded oohs and aahs in a playoff game that 
went down to the wire. Who won? Who cares? 


NBA's Greatest Games (10 p.m., ESPN 
Classic). If you think the Warriors were fun to watch 
last season, you need to hop back to the hipness of Run 
TMC's 125-124 win over the Lakers in Game 2 of the 
1991 Western Conference semifinals. 


FRI 28 west Virginia at South Florida (8 p.m. 
ESPN2). Pat White and Steve Slaton can run on any- 
body, but can they run with the Bulls without taking 
the horns in the end? Ouch! —Steve Greenberg 


BOB HILLE’S 
STARTING 


The NEL. If 

your team’s 

0-2, its 
chances of making 
the playoffs are for all 
intents and purposes 
nonexistent. Next 
year, save yourself 
a couple of weeks. 
Root for the Arizona 
Cardinals. 


Notre Dame. 

C’mon, cheer 

up, Irish fans. 
Sure, the schedule 
looks daunting from 
here. But you've still 
got this: You're better 


than the rest of NBC’s 
fall lineup. 
NHL 
exhibition 
games. 
Bettman’s boys don’t 


mess around. Seems 
like camps open one 
day, games start the 
next. The only thing 
that moves faster in 
this league is Brett 
Hull’s mouth. 


Wild-card 

races. Every 

pitch, every hit 
and every catch is 
magnified. The stress 
is enormous. In fact, 
I'm about to blow the 
lid off THARC illegally 
delivering blood- 
pressure meds to 
Charlie Manuel. 


Bill Belichick. 

You've got to 

give the guy a 
little credit. He drew 
the line this offseason 
when he nixed one 
video coordinator can- 
didate: Paris Hilton. 
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My vote for NFL 
MVP(s) is 
already in: Kevin d 
Everett and all of ik 
the doctors, nurses 
and medical staff 
who are taking care 
of him. This is 
what dedication 
and effort are all 
about. 


—The Conndor via SportingNews.com 


@ What I am hearing from a lot of Patriots fans 
in regard to the cheating allegations is, “They are 
not the only team? I am not sure how this is a valid 
defense. If a thief goes before a judge and says 
“Your honor, I am not the only one doing it’ the 
judge's response would be, “True, but you're the 
one who got caught” —Jeremy Greenhouse, Boston 


® This is kind of like Donald Trump stealing 
pennies out of the change tray. Why would such a 
potently talented team stoop to such cheap maneu- 
vers? —robovike via SportingNews.com 


@ Whether you cheat by using performance- 
enhancing drugs or by videotaping your oppo- 
nent’ signals, it is all the same thing. —308 Vet via 
SportingNews.com 


sth 


yourturn@sportingnews.com 
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® Tom Brady is still a superior player to Peyton 
Manning (SN, September 10). One win for 
Manning does not erase years of ineptitude in 
crunch time. Brady is this era's closest thing to Joe 
Montana. —Rummpd via SportingNews.com 


i Drew Brees is at No. 19? He led the league in 
passing last year. What do you have to do to get 
into the top five? He had a higher passer rating 
than Carson Palmer with mostly no-name receiv- 
ers. —SaintsAlive78 via SportingNews.com 


® How is anyone ranked ahead of LaDainian 
Tomlinson? He is the best player in the NFL. 
—TMac111770 via SportingNews.com 


Marvin 
Harrison 
and the 


POLLING PLACE 


Which team is the strongest in the AFC? 
44% 


& & & 


SPORTING NEWS STAFF 4% 37% 


SPORTINGNEWS.COM MEMBERS 10% 


Colts have 
at least 
one team 
standing 
in their 
Way. 


46% 


59% 


LOG ON 


RE: GREAT EXPECTATIONS 74) 

Posted byThe_Phoenix = — 
Week 1 of the NFL season i is 

like a first date. You get allnice — 

and clean, put on a spiffy outfit 

and pray that everything goes the 

_ Way you expect. Sometimes 

everything goes according to 

plan. Other times, your date 

makes. you think, “l hope she 

shuts up soon so | can go home 

and still catch a rerun of Full 

Hause." a et 


Posted by! Irishone ; 
There is no doubt: Charlie Weis 
is not being relieved of his duties 
at Notre Dame. To all of you who 
started stirring the pot, please 
put down your ladles. You cannot 
paint Charlie Weis and Tyrone — 
Willingham with the same brush. 


“feo egon ou 


: They ay do. Who cares if ae i 
brought i in Ken | Whisenhunt to be 
4 their head ¢ coach, and who cares | 7 
_ if they brought i in Russ Grimm ; as” 
their offensive line coach? I don't 
~ because a team is only as good 
__as its players. These coaches will 
feel the desert heat coaching the 
Arizona Cardinals. ‘i 


RADIOXSTAR 


Real talk from a fan on Sporting News Radio 


‘Watching Randy Moss play with New 
England seems so wrong in so many ways. 
Seeing him catch touchdowns from Tom 
Brady, though, seems so right. There’s 
just something about coming to New 
England that makes everyone better.’ 
—Matt in Boston on the Dave Smith Show 
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Getting tight with Fenway 


Despite the park’s 
cramped seating, 
pervasive smell and 
meager parking, a real 
baseball fan must 
attend a game at the 
ol’ place and revel in 
its classic quirks 


By Sean Deveney 


Fenway Park is 95 years old, and though the Red 
Sox bill it as “America’s Most Beloved Ballpark? there's 
no shortage of dissenting opinions. Mo Vaughn once 
suggested that Fenway be blown up. Ted Williams 
said he “wouldn't shed a tear” if the place were torn 
down. Stephen King wrote, “T love it in spite of the 
things about it that I hate?” 

The cramped seats were made 
for contortionists. There's a per- 
vasive scent that evokes the pri- 
mate exhibit at the Franklin Park 
Zoo. Yes, parking is available. In 
Rhode Island. 

Still, its Fenway. It's a classic. 
The Green Monstah, the Pesky 
Pole, the Morse code on the 
scoreboard (by the way, it spells 


When Ray Kinsella 
needs to take Terence 
Mann to a ballpark in 
Field of Dreams, you 
think they go to the 
Metrodome? 


VED BALLPARK 


TAY and JRY, the initials of longtime team owners 
Tom and Jean Yawkey). When Ray Kinsella needs to 
take Terence Mann to a ballpark in Field of Dreams, 
you think they go to the Metrodome? No way. It's Fen- 
way Park. 

Youre not really a baseball fan until you've been to 
Fenway. And don't be intimidated by the quirks of the 
park and the city. Trust us— 
there are ways around the many 
pitfalls of a day at a Sawx game. 

Get there the easy way. Bos- 
tons roads are nothing more 
than paved-over horsepaths. 
Theres no rhyme or reason, so 
don't bother trying to drive to 
Fenway—you'll pay as much as 
$90 to park and you'll sit in traf- 


JAY DROWNS / SN 


10. 
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Williams wasn’t sentimental 
about Fenway, where the faithful 
are stand-up fans—whether in 
‘SRO’ or near the Pesky Pole. 


fic before and after the game. The 
Boston subway system is one of the 
best in the country, and Fenway is 
easy to get to on the green line. Hop 
off at the Kenmore stop and the 
park is just around the corner. Or, if 
you're up for a mile-plus walk, get 
off at Copley and walk through the 
Fens around the Muddy River, the 
beautiful, swampy gardens for 
which Fenway is named. 

No tickets? No problem. You 
could pay $300 for a couple of tick- 
ets online, or, if you're feeling lucky, 


pared to show up when the office 
opens (or slightly before) at 9 a.m. 
If you cant, there are always scalp- 
ers, though they're not as plentiful 
as they used to be. Boylston Street 
outside Kenmore Station remains 
a good scalping spot, but beware 
of fakes. 

SRO is OK. At Fenway, don't 
fear the standing room tickets. 
Again, it’s not like the seats are all 
that comfortable anyway, and 
many of them have obstructed 
views. There are plenty of good 
leaning spots, and going SRO gives 
you the ability to wander the con- 
course and bowels of the park. Oh, 
and bring a Sharpie so you can go 
to right field and sign the Pesky 
Pole. 

Eat pregame. Much has been 
done to upgrade the Fenway cui- 
sine in recent years. Problem is, 
leaving your seat requires you to 
displace 12 or 13 other fans, which 
gets annoying. So eat early, and 
don't even think about going to 
the Cask ’n Flagon, the legendary 
wood-paneled Fenway watering 
hole—it has been turned into flat- 
screen, frat-boy central. Try Audu- 
bon Circle on Beacon Street, a 
great place for burgers and beer. 
Or, give Yawkey Way a shot. The 
Red Sox turned the street into a 
pregame cash cow for ticket hold- 
ers, but it is fun and it’s hard to beat 


and more 


Every fan should get to 
Fenway. But, while in Boston, 
remember the Red Sox are 
not the only game in town. 

Go meet Red. No 
offense to athletic homages 
elsewhere, but the statue of 
Red Auerbach, unveiled in 
1985 near Faneuil Hall, is 
one of the few that actually 
looks like who it’s supposed 
to look like. You can almost 
hear Red rasp about Bill 
Russell as he sits, thought- 
fully clutching a cigar in his 
right hand like the skull of 
Yorick. Definite photo op. 

Finish the marathon. 
You might not be up for the 
26.2-mile run. But try driving 
the route, including the 
half-mile Heartbreak Hill in 
Mile 21. Then figure out how 
they manage to do this run in 
two-plus hours. 

Jog the Charles. Few 
urban spots are as well- 
suited for a jog as the 
Charles River. Cross the Mass. 
Ave. Bridge to MIT and try to 
figure out what a “Smoot” is. 

See the Harvard Yard. 
By the time the Crimson 
play Yale, it’s well past Red 
Sox season. Still, even an 
early-season game at Harvard 


give the box office a shot on game day. Leftover single 
tickets, unused VIP tickets and some standing room 
tickets are made available on game days, but be pre- 


Luis Tiants Cuban sandwiches. El Tiante himself Stadium (technically in 
often hangs out near the cash register, smoking cigars Allston, not Cambridge) is 
and chatting with fans. SN a treat. 
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(it’s OK, you're a tourist) 


Remember when Wade Boggs walked into the bar 
and announced, “Hi, I’m Wade Boggs,’ prompting 
one portly regular to say, “Sure, pal, and I'm Babe 
Ruth”? Or when waitress Carla Tortelli went bonkers 
on trash-talking Yankees fan Ed Kellner? Or when 
Kevin McHale helped sneak some acquaintances 
into the Boston Garden to count the bolts in the 
floor, a pursuit that later turned into an obsession? 

OK, Cheers wasn't an exclusively sports-themed 
show, but with fictional former Red Sox pitcher Sam 
Malone as the owner of the show's title character— 
the bar—and with Boston as a backdrop, some of 
the show's most memorable moments were, 


naturally, related to sports. Thus, a visit to the bar 
on which Cheers was based—the Bull and Finch 
Pub—is a necessity. It’s expensive and looks nothing 
like the spot that Norm and Cliffy once haunted, 
but the show was so danged funny that a visit to its 
forebear is the one touristy Boston thing that you 
need not feel guilty about. 

If it makes you feel better, the Bull and Finch is 
on Beacon Street, overlooking some of the finest 
real estate in town—the Public Garden and Boston 
Common. A stroll through those two spots is also a 
must for visitors. So, while in that neighborhood, go 
where everybody knows your name. 


Ireland Jr. Boston has 
a fiercely proud Irish 
community, and if you need 
an excuse to hoist a pint of 
Guinness at 10 a.m. ona 
Saturday, find one of the city’s 
authentic Irish pubs and take 
in some Gaelic football or 
hurling. If you’re lucky, you'll 
catch Kerry (the county, not 
the senator). 
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Tricks, spies and 


Cheating in sports is nothing £, But Bill Belichick crossed a line in the latest scandal— 
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or a team renowned for its savvy in 
drafting, hailed for its brilliant assess- 
ment of free agents and considered 
the NFUs modern dynasty, the Patri- 
ots are incompetent cheaters. 

How can a team so universally 
credited with wisdom be so dumb as 
to try to videotape the Jets coaches 

from the Jets’ sideline? Have the Patriots never 
heard of zoom lenses? Disguises? Binoculars? 

Maybe this is all part of Patriots coach Bill 
Belichick’s master plan that mere mortals couldn't 
possibly understand. Or maybe Belichick is so 
arrogant he thought he could get away with it, like 
a doomed hustler who never met a mark he 
wouldn't try to con. “I really believe Belichick 
expected to get caught, to a degree,’ says Brian 
Baldinger, a former player and an analyst for FOX 
and the NFL Network. “Slap him, fine him, sus- 
pend him, do whatever, but stop talking about my 
team being the best and in the Super Bowl because 
were not going to get there if guys start believing 
in any of that hype” 

Even that theory—a coach trying to deflect 
attention from his team—would hardly be innova- 
tive. Everything, from plays to strategy to cheating 
methods, has been done before. Get mad, laugh, 
react however you want to the Beli-cheat imbro- 
glio—just don't be surprised. “T don't think there's 
anything new under the sun in the NFL,’ says Dol- 
phins defensive end Jason Taylor. 

The dark shadow cast by Belichick’ cheating 
could swallow his legacy. This team was expected 
to win the Super Bowl this season, and even if it 
does, it won't be legitimate. This might be the first 
time in history a team would be better off 1-1 than 
2-0. After the Patriots dismantled the Chargers— 
the best honest team in the AFC—it was hard not 
to wonder whether to give the Pats any credit at all. 
His players have been dragged into the scandal, his 
aura of genius is tarnished, and his three Super 
Bowls are stained. 

Belichick is as much Mr. Wrong as he is Mr. 
Wrong Now. The sports world is overrun with 
people who were Mr. Wrong Five Minutes Ago. 
Baseball’s steroids controversy might never go 
away. The referee points-shaving scandal will taint 
the NBA for years. Last Tuesday, two men with 
video cameras were found on the wrong side of a 
two-way mirror as the Denmark World Cup soc- 
cer team prepared for a match. A Formula 1 team 
was fined $100 million last week for posssessing 
an opponents technical information. Fourteen 
Nextel Cup drivers have been busted for having 
illegal cars this season. 

Some of those cars’ violations were minuscule. 
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and cast a shadow over his character and the Patriots’ run of success By Matt Crossman 
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Belichick’s was not. Using a video camera to steal 
signs crosses a line—a real line, as the NFL, NCAA 
and other leagues strictly forbid it. Belichick’s con- 
tention that he misinterpreted the rule is laugh- 
able, like telling a police officer he misinterpreted a 
stop sign. And contrary to some reports, not 


This is not the first time the 
hoodie-wearing hoodwinker 


has been accused of running 
roughshod over the rules. 


everybody is doing it. “I don’t want us as an orga- 


nization or me personally to get lumped into that If Estrella (left) had 
kind of thinking because we don't do that;’ Sea- worked for the CIA during 
hawks coach Mike Holmgren says. “The rules are the Cold War, we'd all be 


the rules, Play by the rules.” 


Belichick’ actions, which is unusual in. the tight- 
knit coaching fraternity. But Belichick is not a 
member. He doesn't want to join, 
and he probably would be denied 


entry, anyway. 


genius, Belichick is lambasted as 
cold and impersonal. He already 
was probably the least liked coach in 
the NFL. Now he’ the most vilified 
coach in sports, and this is not the 
first time the hoodie-wearing hood- 
winker has been accused of running 
roughshod over the rules. Coaches 
and players from other teams now 
wonder whether radio problems in 
games at Gillette Stadium were per- 
haps nefarious, and a quote from 
Packers cornerback Al Harris—“It 
almost looked like they knew what 
we were doing’—after a game in 
Green Bay last season has taken ona 
whole new meaning. 


Roger 


speaking Russian and 
Goodell would’ve fined 
Belichick 500,000 rubles 
instead of $500,000. 


Holmgren and other coaches condemned 


Though lauded as a football 


ast Thursday, four days after 
Patriots video assistant Matt 
Estrella was caught taping Jets 
coaches giving defensive sig- 
nals, NFL commissioner 

Goodell fined Belichick 


Stealing signals—the legal way 


14. 


A lot of effort—totally legal, mind you, as long as you're not using videotape—goes into trying to 
steal defensive signals in the NFL. The funny thing is that it’s hard to use most of the information 
during the game anyway. 

Almost every team uses two or more people to send defensive signals. One guy motions to the 
defensive linemen and linebackers, for instance, while someone else communicates with the 
defensive backs. They convey instructions regarding alignments, blitzes, stunts, coverages and so on. 

Meanwhile, a guy on the other sideline—often wearing a headset, carrying a clipboard and taking 
notes—is trying to crack the code. If he notices, say, that the defense blitzes every time a signaler 
touches his left shoulder, he'll pass that tendency along to the offensive staff. But he has much to 
interpret, including false signals and the simultaneous delivery of signals from multiple sources. 

Even if he latches on to something, it’s too late to do much about it. The defensive calls are almost 
always made after the offensive personnel have been sent onto the field, so there isn’t time to make 
additional substitutions. It is possible, though, that if the team has figured out what coverages are 
being called, the offensive play call can be adjusted accordingly before the snap. 

Which could explain why the Patriots were trying so hard to steal the Jets’ signals. The Jets are 
better than most teams at disguising their defensive backfield plans, so any clues about where the 
safeties and cornerbacks would go could only help Tom Brady. —Michael Parker 
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$500,000 and the team $250,000. 
Goodell also took the unprecedented 
step of taking away at least one draft 
pick next year—a first-rounder if the 
team makes the playoffs and a sec- 
ond- and third-rounder if it doesn't. 
The draft-pick penalty was bizarre, as 
it allows the Patriots to determine 
how harshly they are penalized. The 
punishment also is curious because it 
hurts the Patriots of tomorrow—who 
could have a new coach, numerous 
new players, heck, a new owner—for 
something the Patriots of today did. 

On Sunday, there were reports 
Goodell had ordered the team to 
turn over all tapes of opposing 
coaches giving signals. Already there 
are questions about whether the 
Patriots’ Super Bowl wins should be 
viewed as tainted. If evidence of 
cheating in those postseason, runs 
emerges, Belichick’s already tattered 
reputation will be shredded. 

Ifthe team’s spying is as widespread 
as other teams suggest, more penalties 
could be imminent. Sports leagues 
routinely face tough decisions in 
determining what action to take against cheaters. 
The baseball world anxiously awaits the results of 
George Mitchell’s steroids investigation, as well as 
commissioner Bud Selig’ response to it. Selig must 
balance the thirst for justice with the fact that the 
accused players might never have broken a rule that 
existed at the time. 

Every time a NASCAR driver gets in trouble, 
the sport moves closer to parking a driver for a 
race—a sanction so severe it is called the death 
penalty. “Are we willing to go there? Of course,’ 
NASCAR chairman Brian France said in July. 

The penalties don't always come down from on 
high. Hockey players enforce the rules with the 
business end of their fists. A wide receiver better 
mind his manners if he’s going to run a route 
across the middle. In baseball, cheaters face vigi- 
lante justice. “If you steal signs, you've always got a 
chance that you're going to get drilled? says Rock- 
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ies first baseman Todd Helton. 


ews of Belichick’s cheating was met with 
furor. Several coaches admitted stealing 
signs the old-fashioned way—by simply 
watching them and deciphering theom— 
yet clucked that their teams would never 

use cameras to aid in their thievery. 
Before you get self-righteous about your teams, 
rest assured they cheat every game, if not every play. 


Before you get self-righteous about 


your teams, rest assured they cheat 


every game, if not every play. 


They might not even wait until the game starts. 
“When I was at Miami and we were getting ready 
to play Ohio State in the Kickoff Classic, we caught 
a guy taping one of our practices from a parking 
deck,’ says a former Miami assistant. “We sent a 
security guard up there to get him. He chased him 
off and smashed his tape?” 

Many NFL teams have rules against observers 
using cell phones while watching practice. The 
official reason is teams don't want some yutz doing 
a live radio interview and describing a play. The 
real reason might be more cloak-and-dagger. It’s 
not paranoia if people are spying on you. “It used 
to be people were able to jog around the track 


while you were practicing; Vikings coach Brad 
Childress says. “I've seen people escorted off the 
track because they didn't look right. They were 
talking into a Secret Service mike? 

Knowing your enemy helps in the sports spy 
trade. That's why its common for a guy to be 
signed to become a double agent and spill every- 
thing he knows about his former team. And some- 
times one team just figures another out. “Indian- 
apolis steals all of Tennessee’ signals, and Peyton 
(Manning) uses it to his advantage,’ 
says one NFL insider. “Jeff Fisher 
showed me how he does it?” 

Now that would make a great com- 
mercial. 

Belichick maintained his team 
received no competitive advantage from the video 
shenanigans against the Jets. But nobody believes 
that. Bad players, good players, great players—they 
all look for every advantage. Alex Rodriguez—the 
best player in baseball—is well-known among 
scouts for signaling hitters about pitches while he's 
at second base as well as for peeking at the catcher 
while he’s batting. 

“Tf I knew a blitz was coming, I could change 
my protection, solidify it, whatever; Packers quar- 
terback Brett Favre told reporters. “You still have 
to make a good throw, you still have to block, you 
still have to run the route right. But there's no 
doubt it gives you an advantage.” 


Numbers that count 


It's cheating regardless of whether you get 
caught, but you only get busted if you get 
caught. And plenty of athletes and coaches 
have been busted. A by-the-numbers look at 
some notorious examples: 


A Dollars that fell out of an Emery 
express package allegedly sent by Kentucky 
assistant coach Dwane Casey to the father of 
Wildcats recruit Chris Mills in 1988. The incident 
set off an investigation of the UK program that 
resulted in the resignation of Eddie Sutton’s 
coaching staff and probation for the school. 


"© Wins by Hall of Fame pitcher Gaylord 

Perry, an admitted master of the spitball. Perry 
actually approached Vaseline about an endorse- 
ment and titled his autobiography Me and the 
Spitter. It wasn’t until his 21st season, though, 
that Perry was caught throwing spitballs and 
suspended. 

© Superballs that came bouncing out of the bat 
of Yankees slugger Graig Nettles after a single 
during a 1974 game. 
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Games the Giants were behind the Dodgers on August 11, 
1951, before turning their season around and beating the Dodgers for 
the pennant behind Bobby Thomson's Shot Heard Round the World 
home run. The Giants were never busted, but more than 50 years later, 
several of them admitted to using an intricate sign-stealing system at the 
Polo Grounds that year. 


Te : D Rosie Ruiz’s time when she won 

the 1980 Boston Marathon. It was later discovered 
that Ruiz had ridden the train during the marathon 

and jumped into the race for the final half-mile. To 
this day, Ruiz denies any wrongdoing. 


Right toe up, left fingers splayed ... is A-Rod 
sending a signal? 


Favre should know. The same video assistant, 
Estrella, was caught snooping at that Packers game 
last season. When security escorted him off the 
field in Green Bay, Estrella, apparently new to sub- 
terfuge, was carrying a Patriots credential. 

Dude—get a fake ID. SN 


Years pitching 
phenom Danny 
Almonte—and his 
father—subtracted from 
his age, which allowed 
him to play in the 2001 
Little League World 
Series. Almonte, who 
threw the LLWS’ first 
perfect game in more 
than four decades and 
rewrote the event's record 
books, was declared 
ineligible when a forged 
birth certificate was 
discovered. 


Members of Spain’s 
12-man mentally 
disabled 2000 Paralym- 
pics basketball team who 
were actually mentally 
impaired. The team 
romped to a gold medal 
before it was discovered 
that 10 of its players 
were frauds. 


Time the Kentucky Derby winner has been 
disqualified for cheating. Dancer's Image crossed the 
finish line first in 1968 but was stripped of his title 
after testing positive for the drug phenylbutazone. 
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GMC. THE OFFICIAL VEHICLE OF THE NFL. i AND PROUD SUPPORTER OF THOSE WHO WANT IT MORE. 


NFL PLAYERS TS RVIE., | We are PROFESSIONAL GRADES 


USC pummeled Nebraska and served notice to LSU 
and anyone else watching: Not only is this Trojans 
team No. 1, but it could be the best team in 


he voices boom, drifting down a hallway 

under the north end zone of Lincoln's 

Memorial Stadium and chasing the 
stunned Nebraska fans to their cars. 

Who can blame the USC players for 
being in a singing mood after thumping Nebraska, 
49-31? The dominating victory rang even louder, 
resonating across the nation and making it known 
that this is the best team in the nation. Yes, even 
better than LSU, the team everyone in America 
had a crush on for two weeks. 

Now, the question must be asked: Are these 
Pete Carroll's best Trojans 


ever? USC VS. LSU, 
right here, right now 


Better than the 2003 
team that was crowned 
national champion by the 
Associated Press? 

Better than the 2004 
team that squashed Okla- 
homa in BCS champion- 
ship game? 

Better than the 2005 Receiver 
team that lost a heart- 
breaker to Texas in the BCS 
title game? 

Could be. Regardless, 
itll be fun watching 
USC continue to improve. 
Unless you're on its sched- 
ule. Then it'll be scary. 

“This game was’ clear 


Defensive line 
Linebackers 
Secondary 


Special teams LSU 
coschng se 


Bottom line: USC wins 
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Pete Carroll's era of excellence By Jom Dienhart 


OK, who would win a matchup 
between USC and LSU? 


Offensive line fuse 


Offensive backfield 


that we had command of it, and I loved that we 
played the way we did? Carroll said after the Tro- 
jans’ dismantling of Nebraska. 

Carroll's team lacks megastar power at the top, 
but this group—his seventh at USC—has more 
talent from player 1 through 85 than any of the 
previous six. Who'll stop USC?' The Pac-10 is a 
beast this season, but the gap between USC and 
the rest of the field seems as large as ever. 

So, what do the Trojans have to fear? Them- 
selves. 

Keep your eye on the offense. Its not a weak- 
ness, but its a work in 
progress that is transition- 
ing to coordinator Steve 
Sarkisian, who took over 
when Lane Kiffin became 
the coach of the Oakland 
Raiders. Although it sure 
didn't look like an attack 
in transition on USC's 
first drive against the 
Huskers, when the Tro- 
jans needed just four plays 
to cover 96 yards. 

“This team is a lot 
like the 2004 team; says 
Sarkisian, a head coach- 
in-waiting who turned 
down the Raiders job that 
Kiffin took. “We have a 
good defense and an 


Keller and other USC 
opponents are going to 
have to face it: DaJohn 
Harris and this year’s 
Trojans defense bear a 
striking resemblance to the 
stingy ’04 group. 


offense that's still developing” 

Quarterback John David Booty is done devel- 
oping. He’ a finished product poised to be USC's 
fourth Heisman winner in the past six seasons— 
and third at quarterback. (“No doubt, Booty can 
be like Carson Palmer and Matt Leinart? says 
Sarkisian.) Booty completed 19 of 30 passes for 
144 yards and two scores against Nebraska as he 
continued to hone chemistry with several new 
targets. 

But there are whispers that the attack is under- 
going an “NFL-ization” under Sarkisian, which 
means the offense could get predictable in its for- 
mations and personnel groupings. But why get 
tricky when you simply can out-talent teams? Still, 
predictability isa dangerous trait to guard against, 

especially after Pac-10 


‘They don’t play starts and league 
have the star teams pore over tape 
power on to find weak spots. 


Something else to 


offense that we watch: the kicker. 
have seen the Yeah, you have to 
last few years, look that closely to 
but they could pick a major nit with 
have four first- the Trojans. USC had 
round picks an emerging force at 


3 kicker last year in 
on this year’s = Mario Danelo, who 
defense.’ died in the offseason. 
—An NFL scout ‘The job now belongs 

to David . Buehler, 

who has made his only field goal attempt, from 36 
yards. He hasn't been asked to nail a big kick this 
year. But it’s a matter of if, not when, that time will 
come ... on the road ... in a hostile environment 

.. at crunch time. 

Booty’s golden right arm wasn't needed much 
Saturday night. USC's offensive line—led by true 
freshman center Kristofer O’ Dowd—manhandled 
a Nebraska front that was overhauled in the offsea- 
son. The Trojans did nothing fancy, relying on 
simple off-tackle plays to gouge a Huskers unit 
that exacerbated things by tackling worse than 
Saturday morning's Alpha Pi powderpuff team. 

Check out the damage: 457 total yards, with 313 
coming on rushes right down the Cornhuskers’ 
piehole. Stafon Johnson left the biggest footprint, 
rushing 11 times for 144 yards and a score. That's 
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Credit Pete Carroll, who is the best in the business. 


Not bad for a guy who practically had to beg for the job. Remember? 


13.1 yards per carry. Not bad 
for a guy who was seventh on 
the depth chart in the pre- 
season. 

Its sick, the talent on this 
roster. Pick a weapon, any 
weapon. 

USC’s last play of the first 
half encapsulated the game. 
The play-by-play: “Johnson 
rush up the middle for 7 yards 
to the NU 0, Ist down USC, 
touchdown.” 

Oh, the official play-by-play 
left out one teensy detail: 
Johnson wasn't touched. The 
score put the Trojans up 21-10. 
There was more than a half to 
play. But, really, the game was 
over. 

“They don't have the star 
power on offense that we have 
seen the last few years, but 
they could have four first- 


round picks on this year's 
defense; says an NFL scout. 
No doubt, defense defines 
this team, even on a night the offense scores 49 
points. Nebraska’ last 21 points can be filed under 
junk, USC refused to let the Huskers run—Big 
Red had 31 little yards on 28 attempts—while 
yielding a lot of meaningless passing yards. 


A Nebraska nightmare 


Program-defining. That's the label many at 
Nebraska slapped on No. 1 USC's visit to Lin- 
coln. A 49-31 beatdown by the Trojans defined 
one thing: The Cornhuskers can be labeled not 
ready for prime time. 

“This is the third game of the season, 
Nebraska coach Bill Callahan says. “We plan on 
playing 14. Its very early on, so anything can 
happen. It’s a long season. We'll see how it all 
turns out?’ 

It likely won't be better than—what label am I 
looking for? Oh, yeah—average. 

These are programs going in different direc- 
tions. The Huskers are yesterday's team, domi- 
nating the 1990s with two national titles until a 
fall from grace that began in the 2001 season 
with a crushing loss at Colorado. That's about 
when USC took over, doing its best imperson- 
ation of the Huskers in racking up a 67-12 mark 
and two national championships in the past 
seven seasons. 

It wasn't supposed to be like this. Callahan 
was supposed to ride in from the NFL and fixa 
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Johnson ran—at times untouched—for 144 yards, but he’s only one USC weapon. 


The measuring stick for defenses at USC under 
Carroll is the 2004 unit that gave up just 20 touch- 
downs and 279 yards per game. This defense has a 
chance to be just as good. 

“Coach Carroll has a saying: “You can't win the 


program that supposedly was slipping under 
Frank Solich. Callahan's plan: change a culture 
on offense that had featured a ground-pounding 
attack since 1980. 

“Tt appeals to a lot of players and can enhance 
their career,’ Callahan said of his West Coast 
offense upon taking the Nebraska job before the 
2004 season. 

So far, no good. Callahan is 24-16 in his 
fourth year and has one measly Big 12 North 
title. Oh, and Nebraska is 13-12 against Big 12 
teams. Get the picture? It was clear on this night 
against the nation’s best team. It was a Nebraska 
nightmare. 

Look at it, Nebraska! Look at it! 

The Blackshirts defense had no answer for 
USC’ ground attack. The Huskers offense? It 
was forced to be content with moving the ball in 
fits and starts behind the passing of Sam Keller, 
who threw for 389 yards and two TDs and gives 
the Big Red hope to salvage the season and still 
win the North Division. The key game: October 
6 at Missouri. 


game until the fourth quarter,” says defen- 
sive tackle Sedrick Ellis. “Guys always 
come out with a good surge 
against the Trojans, and our 
job is to stay in it and play it 
for four quarters.” 

Credit Carroll, who is the 
best in the business. He has 
forged a 67-12 record and 
won five Pac-10 titles in a row 
and two national champion- 
ships at USC. Not bad for a 
guy who practically had to 
beg for the job, Remember? 

Carroll wasn't USC's first 
choice to replace Paul Hack- 
ett. SC athletic director Mike 
Garrett pursued Dennis 
Erickson (Oregon State), 
Mike Bellotti (Oregon) and 
Mike Riley (San Diego Char- 
gers). But none worked out 
for Garrett, who turned to 
Carroll. He had been out of 
work for more than a year 
and hadn't coached in college 
since 1983 when he was 
tabbed by USC in December 


2000. 


at the Trojans now. 


“They are; says Nebraska coach Bill Callahan, 


“an excellent football team” 


They also are the best team in the land. That has 
anice ring to it. SN 


“I think Sam may be a better fit for the West 
Coast offense than what we were trying to do,’ 
says Dirk Koetter, the offensive coordinator of 
the Jacksonville Jaguars who coached Keller at 
Arizona State before Keller bolted when he lost 
the starting job before the 2006 season. “We 
were more of a vertical team, and Sam had a lot 
of freedom. And he doesn't have that in Nebras- 
kas offense” 

Callahan must have seen this coming. Before 
the season, he hedged. He didn't think Nebraska 
was ready to reclaim the elite status that had 
evaded it since 2001, when the Huskers backed 
into the national championship game—and 
were thumped by Miami. 

Instead, Callahan points toward 2008 as 
being a breakthrough season. The defense may 
be better, but questions will abound at quarter- 
back with Keller gone. Even if Nebraska makes 
strides and becomes the dominant team in the 
Big 12 North next year, the Huskers still are a 
lap behind Big 12 South heavyweights Texas 
and Oklahoma. —T.D. 


Look at Carroll now. Look 


DAVE WEAVER / AP 


BOB LEVERONE / SN 


SUPERPOWERED 


Fresh off walloping Tennessee, defending BCS champion 
Florida is on a roll and Gators QB Tim Tebow is proving 
he’s no mere mortal By Matt Hayes 


ook, you can't make this stuff 
up. Here he is, everyone. Tim 
Tebow: 

Superman, Superstar, Super- 
nova. 

Superhuman. 

Once this spring, while speaking at 
an elementary school, Tebow was 
approached by a teacher with a 
Sharpie and a request: Sign my baby’s 
forehead. 

This summer, country music star 
Kenny Chesney’ tour stopped in 
Gainesville. While playing a local 
club, he saw Tebow in the audience, 
pulled him on stage and got the loud- 
est ovation of the night when he gave 
Tebow a mike and the two belted out 
“She Thinks My Tractor’s Sexy.” 

In high school, with his team hold- 
ing a precarious 7-point lead in the 
state championship game, Tebow, an 
elite quarterback recruit, ran on the 
field and played nose tackle—nose 
tackle—without telling his coaches. 
The other team didn’t score again. 

He has been recognized by Gators 
fans in airports in the Philippines and 
Japan working as—of course—a mis- 
sionary. He's larger than life, this 
comic book hero of college football. 

When Tim Tebow does a push-up, 
he isn't lifting himself up, hes pushing 
the world down. 

Tebow’s mom, Pam, is asked which 
Tebowism is her favorite. 

“The Superman ones,’ she says. 

Oh yeah? Superman’ only weakness 
is Kryptonite. Tim Tebow laughs at 
Superman for having a weakness. 

Like last week's little ol’ SEC opener 
against Tennessee was going to affect 
Tebow. It was his first career start in 
the conference that grinds up and spits out quar- 
terbacks. A chance to show his mere mortal side. 

All he did was fuel the raging expectations in a 
59-20 victory. The final numbers: 360 yards of 
total offense and four touchdowns. And youd bet- 
ter believe the rest of the SEC was watching. 

A week after LSU made a rousing statement by 
humiliating Virginia Tech, the Gators began league 


His mechanics tweaked and the offense all his, Tebow looks a lot like 
Superman these days. Or, some people say, even better. 


play with a counterpunch. The defense that 
replaced nine starters from last season's national 
championship unit held the Vols to 298 yards and 
forced three turnovers. The offense, meanwhile, 
scored the most points against Tennessee since a 
team coached by some guy named Spurrier got 62 
in 1995, 

“Tim Tebow isa terrific talent; Tennessee coach 


Phil Fulmer says. “He has played, what, three 
games? He hasn't even scratched what he can do?” 

This much we know about Florida: Less than a 
month into the defense of its national title, this is a 
more dangerous, dynamic and complete offense 
with Tebow. What we saw in bits and pieces last 
season—when Tebow was the nation’s most publi- 
cized backup—has come into full focus this fall. 

Tebow, a sophomore, threw for 299 yards and 
two touchdowns and rushed for 61 yards and two 
TDs against the Vols and has been 
nearly flawless in three games. In fact, 
his only mistake this season—a sec- 
ond half interception returned for a 
touchdown against Tennessee— 
wasn't his mistake at all. 

Tim Tebow doesn't throw intercep- 
tions. Receivers run wrong routes. 

“We had a young receiver who cut 
off a route, Florida coach Urban 
Meyer says. “Tim put that ball on the 
button?” 

And to think Tebow’s passing was a 
real concern this spring, when his 
chronically sore arm had the staff per- 
plexed. Instead of opting for rest and 
rehabilitation, Tebow was taken to the 
university's biomechanics and motion 
analysis laboratory (think: athletes 
hooked up to sensors that record their 
moves for video games), where his 
throwing motion and mechanics were 
broken down move by move. 

The analysis showed Tebow’s side- 
arm throwing motion put stress on 
his shoulder and elbow, causing the 
chronic soreness. The staff tweaked 
his mechanics—he now throws more 
over the top—and the soreness went 
away. Months later and three weeks 
into this season, he has completed 
73.8 percent of his passes. 

The player who looked and played 
like a fullback last season has become 
a consistent, efficient and, yes, prolific 
passer. 

“He's not just a runner,’ says Florida 
wideout David Nelson. “I'm more 
amazed by what he does every time 
he steps on the field” 

Early on in Florida’s romp over 
Tennessee, Tebow threw a perfect 
deep ball that Riley Cooper cradled 
and ran in for a tone-setting score. 
Once Tebow got to the sideline, he was greeted by 
safety Tony Joiner. The team’s respected senior 
captain bowed to the moment. He kissed Tebow 
on the cheek. 

“[ve only kissed two men in my life;’ Joiner 
says. “My dad and Tim Tebow” 

Forget about Superman. 

Superman wears Tim Tebow pajamas. SN 
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Notre Dame team is but none 


that answers one big question: 


How bad is it going to get? 
By Steve Greenberg 


| MICHIGAN STADIUM’ 
--— 


Never mind a four-year plan, Notre Dame fans. 


Freshman quarterback Jimmy Clausen doesn’t even 


have time for a five-step drop. 


twas alittle thing. And it meanta lot. A Notre 
Dame defender, doesn't matter who, batted 
away a Michigan pass on third down—and 
no one on the team so much as clapped. 
There were no high-fives on the field; no 
words appeared to be spoken between Irish play- 
ers. The sideline was an emotional wasteland. The 
Irish were down, 24-0, in the second quarter, but 
there's no give-up allowed in football, certainly not 
before the bands have marched at halftime, right? 
And yet, unmistakably, this team just wanted to go 
home. 
Three hours later, in an interview room adja- 
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In the wake of another humbling 
loss, there are plenty of numbers 
that bear out just how bad this 


cent to Michigan Stadium, Charlie Weis showed 
up with the oddest smile. The coach of the worst 
team in the land—hey, they’re saying it all over the 
blogosphere—didn't look like a man in the throes 
of a shockingly disastrous season. Weis was calm, 
serene. Hed had an epiphany. 

He couldn't wait to go home, either. 


alking the exterior grounds of The Big 
House two hours before kickoff Satur- 
day, the Rosa brothers smelled victory. 
Actually, they smelled narrow defeat— 
which in 2007 might be difficult to 


distinguish from victory for devotees of Notre 
Dame football. “I think it'll be 24-21 Michigan,’ 
said 26-year-old Ron, like his brother Gino, 28, a 
dyed-in-the-wool fan who drove in from New Jer- 
sey. “I dont see us getting blown out again” 

Ah, to dream that big. 

But after a fitful night’s sleep, the Rosas awoke to 
the harsh realities of a 38-0 loss, an 0-3 record and 
a five-game losing streak dating to last season. 
“The worst game I ever saw,’ Gino said Sunday. 
“Were totally disgusted by what's going on. What's 
going to happen when they play USC? What's it 
going to be, like, 68-0?” 


Photos by ALBERT DICKSON / SN 


These are difficult 
times to play, coach or 
root for the Irish, who 
just nine months ago 
sneakingly suspected they 
could go to New Orleans 
and upset LSU in the 
Sugar Bowl. The players 
were excited, loose and 
visible on Bourbon Street. 
It didn’t matter; JaMarcus 
Russell and the Tigers 
tore them apart. Since 
then, Weis’ team has lost 
all touch with the con- 
cepts of fun, excitement 
and confidence. 


The biggest prob- 
lems—nearly all of them 
on offense, which is sup- 
posed to be Weis’ forte— 
are staggering. Notre 
Dame is averaging 115 
yards per game, or 65 
fewer than the next- 
worst offense in the 
nation. The Irish are dead 
last in scoring (13 total 
points, six of them on 
a defensive touchdown) 
and sacks allowed (23). 
And the rushing attack? 
Well, it isn’t quite a well- 
oiled machine: minus-14 
yards gained this season, 
minus-0.14 per carry. Who ever heard of such a 
thing? 

In every conceivable way, Notre Dame football 
is going backward under the direction of the 
coach with one of the longest, richest contracts in 
the sport. The small defense can run (a little) but 
cant tackle and isn't built to last. The offensive line 
cant hold blocks long enough for freshman 
Jimmy Clausen—or any other QB save Demetrius 
Jones, who bolted the program last week—to sur- 
vive a five-step drop, let alone something more 
ambitious. Clausen himself is gaining little from 
this experience and may find his feel for the game 


Irish fans will hate the 
next several Saturdays, 


shabbily constructed this year 
and turn new ground. 


is eroding; he proved against Penn State and Mich- 
igan that he can take a pounding, but Hut, hut, 
hike, run for your life reveals nary a secret to read- 
ing defenses and welcomes only doubt into the 
head. 

During the third quarter of the Michigan game, 
as Weis searched the eyes of his players and assis- 
tant coaches “to see if they threw in the towel,” it 
struck the third-year coach what he had to do 
about this potentially program-crippling predica- 
ment. 

“Were not going to watch tape of the Michigan 
game. We won't have any meetings on that game,” 
Weis declared afterward. “We're starting training 
camp all over again” 

Ponder that statement for a moment. Nearly a 
month into the season, with what now seems a 
murderers row of Michigan 
State, Purdue, UCLA, Bos- 
ton College and USC lick- 
ing their chops to turn 0-3 
into 0-8, Weis himself is 


yet for the sake of his throwing in the towel. 
program, Weis must forget But itis the right thing to 
about wins and losses, tear ee 
next several Saturdays, yet 
down all that has been for the sake of his program, 


Weis must forget about 
wins and losses, tear down 
all that has been shabbily 
constructed this year and 
turn new ground. All the talk of Brady Quinn, 
Tyrone Willingham’ recruiting negligence and a 
mighty tradition lost is so much dead wood now. 

‘The Irish are spending the week relearning the 
basic principles of offense and defense. On Sun- 
day—a day normally reserved for meetings—Weis 
intended to have his team hit the field for a four- 
hour practice. Then four more hours on Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday. They were to practice 
the same nucleus of plays, formations and person- 
nel groupings that they practiced beginning 
August 6. All starting jobs, Weis says, are now 
wide-open. 

What you'll see against Michigan State is the 
Irish running the same few elementary plays over 
and over again. It may earn them another blowout 
loss. Oh, well. 


s his teammates boarded the bus, senior 
captain John Sullivan, who began the 
Michigan debacle with a shotgun snap 
over Clausen’s head, spoke in support of 
Weis’ plan. “There's no chance of this sea- 
son being lost or coach losing this team,’ he said. 
A few feet away, standing with his back against 
a cold, cement wall, senior safety Tom Zbikowski 
said, “I think we're excited to play” 
His face was emotionless, his eyes dead to the 
world. Good luck, Charlie. 
A new job site is open. And the job is enor- 
mous. SN 


Five reasons Michigan 


will be back on the 
canvas (and soon) 


No, Wolverines fans, you will not win the 
Big Ten. Let us count the reasons why. 


Coach Lloyd Carr. The ability to remain 

calm in the face of adversity is an 
admirable attribute, but being flexible enough 
to make adjustments during a difficult game 
is much more helpful. Get on top of this team 
and it will melt away. 


The ‘Michigan Man’ syndrome. 

Carr likely will be gone after this 
season or next. Any chance in Hades A.D. Bill 
Martin would take a run at a Rich Rodriguez 
before promoting someone from within the 
family? 

Tackling. The Wolverines looked like the 

'85 Chicago Bears against Notre Dame, 
but it was a mirage. You'll see. 

Golf fans. Those two words best describe 

the most overrated game-day atmo- 
sphere in college football. When the going 
gets tough at The Big House, the high-hats 
and stiff-necks start thinking 19th hole. 

Wisconsin, Penn State and Ohio State. 

They're all—let’s see, how to put 
this?—way better than Michigan. 


Five coaches we’d 


fire right now 


Lloyd Carr and Charlie Weis don’t make 
the list—yet. 

Bobby Bowden, Florida State. What, 

we're supposed to be impressed by 368 
wins? Maybe if his offense had a clue ... or if 
he'd scratched or sniffed that national 
championship picture even once since 2000. 


Al Groh, Virginia. There has been next to 

no growth on offense, regularly scheduled 
underachieving on defense and, all told, too 
many unforgivably lame performances. 


Greg Robinson, Syracuse. If Notre 
Dame were paying a visit next weekend, 
we'd take the Irish and give/take the points. 


Mike Stoops, Arizona. We respect the 
ell out of the fact he was one of the 

original Arena League players back in 1987. 
Perhaps he should seek re-employment there 
because the Wildcats sure haven't risen like 
everyone thought they would. 

Dave Wannstedt, Pitt. Wanny and 

big-game wins just don’t go together. Not 
even Ricky Williams could save him from the 
beatdowns that await in the Big East. 
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BASEBALL 


Intense Phillies shortstop JIMMY ROLLINS tells SN 

|FFERENT about how he prepared for a career year and speaks 
his piece about being fed up with just coming close 
in the Phillies’ postseason quest By Stan McNeal 


immy Rollins is easy to overlook, and not 

only because at 5-8 he cuts a less than impos- 

ing figure. Many scouts rate him no better 

than the third-best shortstop in his own 

division, behind the Mets’ Jose Reyes and 

the Marlins’ Hanley Ramirez. Rollins also misses 

out on some of the spotlight because of his more 

celebrated Phillies teammates, reigning N.L. MVP 

Ryan Howard and the league's second-leading hit- 
ter, Chase Utley. 

Well, that spotlight needs adjusting to include 

the 28-year-old switch hitter, who has played as 


24 . SEEA DIFFERENT GAME . 9/24/07 


well as anyone in the N.L. in 2007. 

Consider: Rollins is the league's runaway leader 
in runs scored and triples, needs three home runs 
to join the 30-homer, 30-stolen base club, hasn't 
missed a game and has played Gold Glove-worthy 
defense. All the while serving as the Phillies’ vocal 
leader. “Our MVP’ manager Charlie Manuel says. 
“Everything filters around him? 

Rollins includes himself in the N.L. MVP race 
but says he'll need until the end of the season to 
decide a winner. He didn't need that long to give 
SporTING News a firsthand breakdown of what's 


behind a career year that has helped keep the 
injury-plagued Phillies in the postseason race. 


Improved offense 

Besides setting a career high in homers and 
RBIs, Rollins also has a chance to lead the 
league in hits and bat .300 for the first time. 

“Early in my career, I always wanted to avoid 
falling behind by two strikes. But as you mature as 
a hitter, you become more confident, more com- 
fortable. A turning point for me was a time when 
we were at Shea Stadium in a 1-run game with the 
bases loaded. I believe I was facing Mike Stanton. 
Before a 3-2 pitch, I stepped out of the box and 
told myself, ‘He's going to throw a high fastball, 
and I'm not going to swing’ Then I stepped into 
the box and thought, “What if he doesn’t throw a 
high fastball?’ 

“Well, he threw a high fastball, I swung and 
missed and we lost by one. On the bus ride back to 


Philly, I told Marlon Byrd that I was not going to 
make an out the rest of the year. They may make a 
good pitch or they may catch the ball, but I was fed 
up with making the same mistake over and over 
again. Marlon knew exactly what I was talking 
about and still remembers. In fact, he texted me 
the other day (Byrd is now with the Rangers) 
reminding me of what I had said? 


Reaching for goals 

Rollins has set some new standards for his 
power numbers, but his focus is on other accom- 
plishments. 

“One hundred-fifty runs, 200 hits. As a leadoff 
hitter, 100 runs is not even a good year for me. 
There’ a big difference between 120 and 150 runs. 
Even if I don't get to 150 (he had 126 entering the 
week), I think I'll still have had a pretty good year. 
I've never had 200 hits, so hopefully I can get to 
that (he needs 7)?” 


Stronger leadership 

When he visits the mound these days, it’s 
usually not to provide comfort. 

“I go to the mound when I get fed up, and that’s 
the truth. There’ve been times when we scored five 
runs in the first, go out and our guy throws a slider 
on a 3-1 count to the leadoff hitter. I’m like, “What 
are you doing? Are you trying to give them extra 
baserunners?’ Last year, I might have been more 
laid-back. This year, no. I will tell them they have 
no excuse to be underachieving, and I'll mix in a 
couple of words that you can't print. That's hap- 
pened on numerous occasions,” 


Increased durability 

After reaching the majors late in the 2000 
season, Rollins played at least 154 games 
in each year from 2001- 
2006 and needs only 
to play every day for 
two more weeks to make 
this his first 162-game 
season. 

“{ didn't train harder 
last offseason, but I 
trained differently. I spent 
the winter in Philadelphia 
for the first time and I let 
my girlfriend, who is a 
trainer, train me. She 
watched over my nutri- 
tion—brown rice over 
white rice, more chicken 
and fish than steak, 
though I still ate steak— 
and she changed how I 
condition. My dad is a 
bodybuilder and power- 
lifter, and before I would 
hit the weights hard. This 
was the first offseason I worked on elasticity. We 
worked some on a Bosu (balance) ball, I ran a lot 
more, even on a treadmill—and I don't like to 
run—and she mixed up my routines. (He knocks 
on wood at his locker.) Of course, good fortune is 


Flashy on offense, Rollins is 
flashing some leather, too. 


important, too. Look at what happened to Chase. 
You get hit on the hand, there's not much you can 
do about that?” 


Overcoming doubt 

The Phillies, whom Rollins boldly proclaimed 
the team to beat in the N.L. East before the sea- 
son began, have overcome injuries to four-fifths 
of their rotation and most of their lineup to stay 
in the postseason chase. Rollins’ faith in the 
club’s chances wavered only once. 

“Back in May, when Charlie was taking out a 
pitcher, I was talking to Abraham Nunez and said, 
‘Sometimes you have to recognize when it’s a 
rebuilding year, and this might be a rebuilding 
year for us? We had all this promise and it looked 
like it was going down the drain so fast because of 
injuries. But that thinking 
lasted about two innings. We 
came back and won that 
game, and I was like, ‘Maybe 
it’s not a rebuilding year’ That 
showed me how resilient we 
can be, and we have been all 
season.” 


Winning in September 

Rollins knows all about 
barely missing out in Sep- 
tember because the Phillies 
have stayed in postseason 
contention until the final 
weekend the past two 
years. 

“My approach doesn't 
change, but my focus might. 
What you care about be- 
comes more apparent. In 
June, you might want that 
base hit to help your average. 
In September, you want to get that hit because it 
could mean a run, and you want that run because 
it could mean the difference in winning and los- 
ing. If its not about winning, it’s a waste of time. 
I'm fed up with coming close.” SN 


Handicapping the MVP field, himself included 


Might Jimmy Rollins finish in the top five of the N.L. MVP voting? “I haven't thought about it, 
really,’ he says. “I guess you either win or you don't” 

If Rollins had a vote, he might not win the award, but he would be in the running. His take: 

Prince Fielder, 1B, Brewers. “He's got the power numbers, but I really can't say who should win. 


Not yet, anyway.’ 


Matt Holliday, LF, Rockies. “Big hitter. He deserves to be considered” 
Hanley Ramirez, SS, Marlins. “His only problem—he plays for Florida. Even if they were win- 


ning, not many would hear about him? 


David Wright, 3B, Mets. “He's definitely my pick from the Mets” 

Rollins on Rollins. “It's based on pure numbers, and that depends on how you look at the num- 
bers. For example, if you look at my on-base percentage (.346), you might not think I'm a good 
leadoff hitter. But if you look at my run production, then you have to think I am? 
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Bring your A schedule 


My advice to Terry Francona: Go with A. 

The A schedule, that is. Let me explain. The team that finishes 
with the best record in the A.L.—yes, the Red Sox will be that 
club—gets its choice of first-round schedules. 

Schedule A: Open on Thursday, October 4, and have two days off 
if the best-of-five series goes the distance. 

Schedule B: Open on Wednesday, October 3, and have three 
days off if the series goes five games. 

The reasons for choosing A are obvious no matter what team 
the Red Sox face. (They will play the division winner with the worst 
record as long as the Yankees hang onto the wild-card spot.) 

If the Red Sox end up with the Indians, choosing schedule B 
would mean the likelihood of facing the Indians’ two best pitchers, 
C.C. Sabathia and Fausto Carmona, on regular rest if the series 
were to go five games. 

Playing Schedule A also would mean avoiding that awkward day 
off between Games 1 and 2. Players would much rather have an 
extra day off before the playoffs begin than to play, rest, play, travel 
in the first four days of the postseason. 

Allowing the team with the best record to pick its first-round 
schedule is being touted by the commissioner's office as a way to 
reward regular-season success. (TV still reigns over the N.L 
schedule.) 

What the Red Sox would rather be able to choose is their 
opponent. They'd rather play Cleveland because that would mean 
the Yankees would have to play the Angels. New York has struggled 
against the Angels for years, including posting a 3-6 record this 
year. —Stan McNeal 


edreads 


One reason to look forward to the postseason: Pedro 
Martinez will pitch. No player turns a game into an event 
more than the future Hall of Famer. 

Let's give Rick Ankiel credit for honesty. When he plopped 
right into the tank (2-for-29) after being linked to HGH, he 
admitted the story was a “distraction.” You think? 

Someone save the once-proud Orioles. Since their 30-3 loss 
to the Rangers, Baltimore has allowed double-figure runs in 
six other losses, including 18-6, 17-2 and 10-0 embarrass- 
ments. 


Enjoy the cushy gig, Terry Ryan. You earned it. 


G,_8L06 ALERT 


‘The Rockies rotation: Jeff Francis, Josh 
Fogg, Ubaldo Jimenez, Franklin 
Morales and who knows. In other 
words, they have Francis and not much 
else? 


Stan McNeal is a little skeptical about the idea of mile-high 
playoff baseball. Tell him what you think at sportingnews.com. 
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Slow and easy often leads to a home run trot for Burrell. 


By slowing his motion at the plate, Phil- 
lies LF Pat Burrell has emerged as one 
of the N.L’s top power hitters and, 
according to 3B Wes Helms, has been 
his clubs second half MVP. Since July 1, 
Burrell leads the majors in slugging 
percentage and ranks among the N.L’s 
top three in home runs and RBIs. Slow- 
ing his approach allows Burrell to see 
pitches longer and gives his hands a 
better chance to drive through the 
ball. > Not every Yankee is blazing: 
LF Hideki Matsui hit .125 for the first 
two weeks in September at least partly 
because he has been trying to pull out- 
side pitches. The Yankees believe his 
sore knees may be part of the problem. 
Another possibility: He is trying too 
hard to relocate his power. After hitting 
13 homers in July, Matsui hit only two 
home runs in his next 50 games. 

Don't be surprised when the Rockies 
bid farewell to arbitration-eligible 
Garrett Atkins in the offseason and give 
the third base job to defensive whiz lan 
Stewart, 22. The club will be following 
the same budget-conscious strategy it 
did three years ago when it went with 
Atkins and let Vinny Castilla go. > 
Baseball should listen to Rockies man- 
ager Clint Hurdle, who is promoting 
replay of some sort in the wake of his 
team losing its third home run of the 
season to an umpire’s miscall. “Wait 'til 


Matsui is hurting and pressing— 
a bad combination. 


it happens in the World Series; Hurdle 
warns. > Not even a walkoff homer in 
a pennant race could draw a fist pump, 
or a smile, out of Padres SS Khalil 
Greene. After he beat the Giants last 
week and absorbed the typical pound- 
ing at the plate, the humble Greene told 
the San Diego Union-Tribune, “I enjoy 
being able to succeed, but the extracur- 
ricular stuff and the things that come 
with it, that’s not what I seek” > The 
Diamondbacks continue to confound 
statistical thinking by remaining in first 
place despite being outscored for the 
season. Only four teams—the 1984 
Royals were the first—have been out- 
scored in a full season and reached the 
postseason. “That one 
throws a lot of propel- 
ler heads off; Giants 
manager Bruce 3 
Bochy told re- 4 
porters, intro- 
ducing a new term 
for baseball's stat-first 
thinkers. 
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September 20-26 


THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 20: Phillies at Nationals 
Much has been made of Phillies pitcher Antonio 
Alfonseca having six fingers on his right hand, but 
what about the Nats’ Wily Mo Pena playing the 
outfield with two left feet? 


FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 21; Dodgers at Diamondbacks 
The loser in this one could be the pitching mound, 
which might have to support both L.A’s Jonathan 
Broxton, who checks in at 290 pounds, and new 
Diamondback Bob Wickman, whose listed weight of 
240 is about as credible as McLovin’s ID. 


SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 22: Mariners at Angels 
Since getting outscored, 24-8, during a three-game 
sweep at the hands of the Angels in late August, 
the Mariners have been as relevant as a tube of 
sunscreen in Seattle. 


SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 23: Mets at Marlins 

Talk about your haves and have-nots. The Mets 

got back three-time Cy Young award winner Pedro 

Martinez for the stretch run while the Marlins 
celebrated the return of three-time Heimlich 
maneuver recipient Byung-Hyun Kim. 


MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 24: Cardinals 

at Brewers 

This series could have a big say in determin- 
ing which team will need to apologize for 
winning baseball's laughingstock division. 


TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 25: 
Yankees at Devil Rays 
Believe it or not, the Yankees 
have only an 8-7 edge in this 
season series. And people 
wonder why George Steinbrenner 
hasn't been attending these 


Judging 


Stretch runs take 
many courses 


As teams fight for their postseason 
lives—or at the least, playoff positioning— 
the schedule over the final week-plus of the 
regular season becomes a key player in 
October's outlook. 

A Red Sox. As they try to secure 
home-field advantage throughout the 
playoffs, the Sox play their final six games 
at Fenway against the so-so A’s and Twins. 


W Yankees. With a chance—OK, an 
outside chance—at the A.L. East title, the 
Yankees play their final six on the road, 
where they are 37-37. 


¥ Indians. Cleveland closes with seven 
games in six days and all are away from 
Jacobs Field, where the Indians thrive. 
Cleveland will have to earn that No. 2 seed. 


© Brewers. Oh-so-bad on the road, 
the Brew Crew spend their final seven 
games at Miller Park, where they can 


A.L.EAST__ 


BALTIMORE ORIGLES Pitching coach Leo Mazzone is 
working with RHP Radhames Liz to streamline his de- 
livery, an effort that could help him throw his lively fast- 
ball with better location. Liz will continue the instruction 
in spring training and could be used as a reliever next 
year. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 28—Losses in the team’s 
39 1-run games. That can be partly attributed to a thin 
bullpen, on which the club spent more than $40 million 
repairing last winter. And with closer Chris Ray coming 
off elbow surgery, more help is needed. —Spencer Fordin 


BOSTON RED SOX Closer Jonathan Papelbon enters the 
late stages of the season remarkably fresh because the club 
has been conservative with his workload all year. In the 
first two weeks of September, it was rare for him to allow 
a baserunner, let alone a run. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
0—Errors Kevin Youkilis has made at first base. And he 
saved his infielders several errors with effortless scoops. 
Youkilis doesn’t play conservatively, either; he often 
makes aggressive throws. —Ian Browne 


NEW YORK YANKEES RHP Mike Mussina might have 
pitched his way back into the team’s good graces by again 
showing the ability to hit his spots and keep hitters off- 
balance. Mussina’s experience could allow him to sup- 
plant rookie RHP lan Kennedy in the postseason rotation. 


Gibbons. —Chris Bahr 


> AWARD WATCH: Considering 
how Yankees 3B Alex 
Rodriguez finished last season, 
he could be considered for the 
comeback player award, but it’s 
likely he'll have to settle for 
being the MVP. Since hitting 
-206 in July, it has practically 
been newsworthy when 
Rodriguez makes an out. 


from their imatohups at tropicatta: Feta - actually play a little. But the final four are 
physiques, WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 26: against the Padres, who have just as much 
Wickman (left) Blue Jays at Orioles to play for. 
and Broxton Come for the lousy baseball, A Phillies. Don't count them out: Seven 
are McLovin _ Stay for the steroids accusations of their final 10 games are against the 
McDonald’s. surrounding Troy Glaus and Jay Nationals. —Kyle Veltrop 


NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 3—Players the team is using 
that it acquired in the trade with Arizona for LHP Randy 
Johnson. RHP Luis Vizcaino has been a workhorse out 
of the bullpen all season. RHP Ross Ohlendorf made his 
major league debut with a scoreless inning last week. And 
Alberto Gonzalez, another September call-up, has given 
SS Derek Jeter an occasional break. —Bryan Hoch 


TAMPA BAY DEVIL RAYS BJ. Upton has been impres- 
sive playing center field, but the team would like to see 
him play shallower so he has a chance to use his speed 
to get to the balls that have been falling in front of him. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 215—Innings pitched by 
RHP James Shields. That's a key number because it indi- 
cates an ability to stay healthy, put hitters away and keep 
pitch counts low. The team hasn't had many pitchers who 
can do all of those things. —Bill Chastain 


TORONTO BLUE JAYS 38 Troy Glaus had foot surgery 
but should be ready by spring training. Glaus, who had 
been hurting all season, will rest for a month before be- 
ginning his offseason training. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
0—Runners caught stealing with RHPs Dustin McGowan 
and A.J. Burnett on the mound. The team wont ask Bur- 
nett to change his style, but McGowan, 25, could benefit 
from moving quicker to the plate. —Jordan Bastian 
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THE CLOSER 


The right way is Granderson’s way 


Todd Jones 


When Curtis Granderson stole his 20th base, he was satisfied. Then 


completed a feat that put him in rare company. He he would do it again 

became only the third player—joining Willie Mays the next day. 

: and Frank “Wildfire” Schulte—to get 20 homers, In batting prac- — 
20 triples, 20 doubles and 20 stolen bases in the tice, when many Granderson walks among the baseball elite in his Wal-Mart shoes and 
same season. guys are taking it — yjews the game with 20-20-20-20 vision. 


Not bad for a guy who started the season in a easy, Granderson al- 


near-platoon situation because of his struggles 
against lefthanded pitchers. Manager Jim Leyland, 
knowing we would need Granderson in the lineup 
against everyone sooner or later, started out bat- 
ting him seventh or eighth against lefties, instead 
ofin his customary leadoff spot. Early on it seemed 
Curtis’ days off came against lefthanders, but by 
mid-May he was batting first against everyone. 
There's much more to Granderson than num- 
bers. [rank him with Juan Pierre among the hard- 
est-working players I’ve had the pleasure of having 
as teammates. Tigers outfield coach Andy Van 
Slyke took Curtis as his pupil last year, talking with 


ways is chasing fly balls and working. All of us 
pitchers are playing 500 or standing around, 
knowing we don't need to worry about any balls 
hit to center field. 

And Granderson’s value goes even beyond the 
hard work. Hes the Tigers’ candidate for the 
Roberto Clemente Award, which honors players 
for their community service. We don't have much 
of a dress code, so when someone arrives at the 
ballpark all decked out, we know he has been 
working in the community. When I ask Curtis 
what he’s been doing, he says, “Aw, nothing. Just a 
speaking engagement for some kids” He loves to 


shoes at Wal-Mart. Yep, a big leaguer keeping it 
real. He doesnt do it to say, “Hey, I buy shoes at 
Wal-Mart” He says they're comfortable. 

And here's something else I admire about Cur- 
tis: He doesn't steal bases to pad his stats. When he 
was sitting on 19 steals, he reached first one time 
and didn’t even think about stealing because the 
game situation didn't call for it. In the bullpen, we 
were taking bets on what pitch he would go on. 
Well, we all lost that night. 

Except, of course, for Curtis. He knows how to 
do things the right way. 


him about routes and outfield play. Then Andy 
would hit fly ball after fly ball to Curtis until Andy 


A.L.CENTRAL 


CHICAGO WHITE SOX RHP Gavin Floyd will stay in the 
rotation, but rookie LHP John Danks has been all but shut 
down to keep his innings pitched below the team’ limit 
for him. Danks will throw bullpen sessions, but the club 
is reluctant to use him in relief. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
10—Double plays Sox hitters have grounded into with the 
bases loaded. Middle-lineup guys Paul Konerko (three) and 
Jermaine Dye (two) are responsible for half of that total. Sox 
hitters have a .234 average with the bases loaded and a .240 
mark with runners in scoring position. —Scott Merkin 


CLEVELAND INDIANS Ss Jhonny Peralta says losing 
‘ about 10 pounds has increased his range and mobility. 
Peralta’ errors are up this season, but he’s getting to more 
balls. His improvement has sparked an overall improve- 


be around kids. 
Here's something else about Curtis: He buys his 


E-mail Tigers reliever Todd Jones at tiones @ 
sportingnews.com. 


his risk ofarm injury. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 1—Time 
since April that RHPs Jeremy Bonderman and Justin 
Verlander and LHP Nate Robertson have posted qual- 
ity starts in the same turn through the rotation. Though 
they have had their moments, they have not put together 
a dominant stretch. —Jason Beck 


KANSAS CITY ROYALS Manager Buddy Bell won't use 
call-ups 1B/DH Craig Brazell, 1B/OF Justin Huber and 
C Paul Phillips a lot down the stretch. Bell still wants 
3B Alex Gordon and 1B/DH Billy Butler to play as much 
as possible. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 95—The Royals’ 
home run total, which ranks last in the majors. As the 
team rebuilds, finding a power hitter and getting more 


power from Gordon, Butler and OF Mark Teahen will be 


critical. —Conor Nicholl 


ment in the team’s infield defense, which was horrendous > AWARD WATCH: It’s not z 

‘| in 2006. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 12—Homers hit by _ surprising the Royals have a_ MINNESOTA TWINS OF/DH Jason Kubel has hit .348 = 
RE Franklin Gutierrez, who has never been viewed asa _rookie of the year candidate, % with 18 RBIs since August 1. If Kubel can improve his | § 
power hitter, in just 230 at-bats. Gutierrez says the key punt was expected to be defense in left field, he likely will be the club’s top option E 

has been better pitch selection. The speed and defense 3B Alex een and not there heading into next season, NUMBER THAT COUNTS: g 

4 Gutierrez provides could be pivotal for the Indians in the ; lien co 2—1B Justin Morneau’s home run total since hitting FE 
postseason. —Anthony Castrovince ~ Bannister has gotten | ‘better as Nos. 27 and 28 on July 23. Manager Ron Gardenhire says z 
DETROIT TIGERS Coaches are tweaking LHP Andrew _the year has. gone on ie ranks the sore back that has limited Morneau’s playing time re- E 

; Miller's delivery so he doesnt throw so far across his body. loth in the ALi in| cently might have’affected his swing for much of the sec- $ 
{ The change could give him better command and decrease ee ond half of the season. —Kelly Thesier ‘ 


98 . SEEA DIFFERENT GAME . 9/24/07 


FROM LEFT; LISA BLUMENFELD / GETTY IMAGES ; JAY DROWNS / SN (2) 


3UP 


1. Carlos Pena. Quietly—he 
does play for the Devil 
Rays—Pena has hit more 
home runs than everyone in 
baseball except Alex 
Rodriguez, Prince Fielder 
and Adam Dunn. The 
fifth stop has been the 
charm for this onetime 
top prospect. 
2. Jim Thome. He's 
one away from 
becoming the first 
player to hit his 500th 
career homer with the 
White Sox, and a recent six-game 
stretch in which he went 10-for-24 
with four homers and 10 RBIs gives 
the South Siders a big reason to 
be optimistic for 2008. Now, 
about that contract extension for 
Ozzie ... 
3. A.L. Cy Young race. The best 
awards debate of the season: Josh 
Beckett vs. C.C. Sabathia vs. John 
Lackey. They have comparable numbers, 
are finishing strong and pitch for likely 
division champions. As for the N.L., nice try, 
Brandon Webb, but this year it goes to Jake 
Peavy. 


A.L.WEST 


LOS ANGELES ANGELS LHP Darren Oliver has been 
solid. Along with RHPs Chris Bootcheck and Dustin 
Moseley, he has kept the team in games with consistent 
middle relief all season—and he has been especially 
effective down the stretch. ... Inconsistency at the 
back end of the bullpen from RHPs Scot Shields and 
Francisco Rodriguez has been a concern, but manager 
Mike Scioscia is confident the two veterans will get 
it together soon. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 6-3—The 
team’s record against the Yankees, the fourth straight 
season it has beaten this potential playoff opponent. 
The team is 38-33 in the regular season and 6-3 in 
the postseason against the Yankees since Scioscia was 
hired in 2000. —Lyle Spencer 


OAKLAND ATHLETICS 3B Eric Chavez's shoulder 
surgery revealed more damage than expected, but it 
wont significantly lengthen his rehab. Of more con- 
cern is the looming prospect of back surgery; a de- 
cision on that won't be made until late this month. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 102—Consecutive errorless 
games played by 2B Mark Ellis before the franchise- 
record streak ended last week. Ellis also has 17 home 
runs, the A’s season record for a second baseman, so 
it’s a certainty the club will pick up its $5 million op- 
tion for 2008. —Mychael Urban 


3DOWN 


1. The Mariners. This team gets credit for 
sticking around the playoff race longer than 
expected, but it won't be a legit contender until it 
can avoid the deep valleys. Seattle has had two 
losing streaks of six games, one of seven and 
another of nine. It needs to find a stopper—or 
hope that Felix Hernandez is truly ready for 
that role next season. 

2. Rafael Furcal. The Dodgers are having 
to make their playoff push without much help 
from their top-of-the-order catalyst. Since the 
start of September, Furcal has a batting average 
of .218 and an on-base percentage of .241. 

3. N.L. comeback kids. Since topping out at 
.358 on September 6, Rick Ankiel has 
gone 2-for-29 with no extra-base _ 
hits and the Cardinals have 
gone 0-9 to effectively drop 
out of the N.L. Central race, 
not an easy thing to do. 
The Reds’ Josh Hamilton’s 
2007 feel-good story 
apparently will have an 
abrupt ending as his 
latest injury—this one to 
his hamstring—likely 
ended his season on 
September 12. —K.V. 


> AWARD WATCH: It was hardly a big. 
deal when the Mariners signed 
RF Jose Guillen; after all,he was 
coming off an injury-plagued 216 
season with the Nationals. But he ie 
been a rock for the M's and could be 

the A. Lis comeback | player of the year. 


SEATTLE MARINERS Its becoming more obvi- 
ous that young OF Adam Jones is ready to step into 
a full-time job. Jones hasn't played as much as he 
expected after being promoted from Class AAA 
Tacoma in early August, but he has maintained a good 
attitude and never complains. The pinch-hit home 
run he hit last week was only the team’s second this 
season. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 2-15—The team’s 
record from August 25 through September 11. The 
stretch ruined any chance of a postseason berth and 
may cost manager John McLaren his job. —Jim Street 


TEXAS RANGERS The current rotation of RHPs Kevin 
Millwood, Vicente Padilla, Brandon McCarthy and 
Edinson Volquez and LHP Kason Gabbard could be 
next year’s opening day rotation, with RHP Kameron 
Loe and LHP John Rheinecker likely in the bullpen. 

.. The team is being careful with closer C.J. Wilson’s 
workload down the stretch. He's not injured, but 
the Rangers want to make sure he’s fresh heading 

. into 2008. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 52—The team's 

A.L.-leading total of sacrifice bunts—its most sacri- 

fices since 1990. That comes just two seasons after the 

Rangers totaled nine sacrifices and reflects manager 

Ron Washington's desire to make things happen on 

the basepaths. —T-R. Sullivan 


9/24/07 . SPORTING NEWS . 29 


| 
} 
| 


BASEBALL 


Just like the good old days 


From 1993-2002, Greg Maddux, Tom Glavine and John Smoltz formed a dominant pitching triumvirate 


that made the Braves the perennial favorites in the N.L. This season, these 40-somethings can be linked 


again, thanks to their Cy Young-like pitching in the second half. —K.V. 


Greg Maddux 

Maddux, 41, is a key 
reason why the Padres have 
the best ERA in baseball. 
He gives their rotation the 
depth it needs to make— 
and stick around in—the 
playoffs. 


Tom Glavine 

The playoff-bound Mets 
got a boost with the return 
of Pedro Martinez, and as a 
bonus, they don’t need him 
to be the ace. Glavine, 41, 
is filling that role nicely. 


John Smoltz 

Unlike the good old days, 
it appears the Braves will 
again miss the playoffs. The 
reason: a lack of, ahem, 
pitching. Just don’t blame 
Smoltz, 40. 


-N.L.ERST — 


| ATLANTA BRAVES Manager Bobby Cox says RHP Manny 
Acosta has the stuff of a closer. He has shown better 
control, and the two-seam fastball he developed dur- 
ing spring training has given him another weapon. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 24—The team’s losses in 40 
1-run games. One reason is CF Andruw Jones. Hes hitting 
.228 in close-and-late situations and .169 with two outs 
and runners in scoring position. —Mark Bowman 


| FLORIDA MARLINS Cody Ross will get every chance 
to win the starting center fielder job in spring training. 
He always has hit lefthanders and now is faring better 
against righthanders. Alejandro De Aza lacks Ross’ power 
and too often hits the ball in the air, which negates his 
speed. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 4—As in, Ball 4. When 
LHP Dontrelle Willis won 22 games in 2005, he walked 55 
in 236% innings. This season, he already has walked 78 in 
188% innings. Because Willis pitches to contact and isn't 
a big strikeout pitcher, allowing extra baserunners trans- 
lates to more runs. —Joe Frisaro 


| NEW YORK METS RHP Pedro Martinez was extremely ef- 


fective in his first two starts after returning from a rotator 
cuff injury, but the Mets want to see him build up his en- 
durance and show he can exceed 100 pitches regularly be- 
fore they know he can be counted on in the playoff rotation. 
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5-4, 3.38 ERA, 74% 

innings,three walks.) 
three earned runs or 

fewer in 11 of his past 
12 starts. 


aE straight st starts 
of three earned runs 
or fewer. 


> AWARD WATCH: Personal 
problems and mediocre 
production led to Nats 
1B Dmitri Young's release from 
‘the Tigers last year. But now 
he's a comeback award 
candidate and among the N.L. 
batting leaders. Oh, and baby bro 
Delmon Young, a Devil Ray, is in 
the A.L rookie of the year mix. 


The numbers say it all ... 


The last time he walked 
someone—the Astros’ Roy Oswalt 
on July 28—was 57% innings ago. 
Maddux is thriving by locating his 
fastball in and out, up and down. 
Sound familiar? 


points lower in the second half 
than in the first against Smoltz. 
He showed how dominant he still 
can be on September 7, when he 
1-hit the Nationals over seven 
innings. 


.»» except this 


Padres SS Khalil Greene: 
“It’s fun to play behind a guy 
who works like that. Maddux 
definitely has a knack for 
damage control. He’s one of 
the greats, in everything he 
does,” 


i Mets manager Willie 
A key reason for Mr. 300’s ety 
6-0, 3.15 ERA, strong second half is his ability to | Randolph: “It's hard to say 
keep the ball in the park. In the Tommy's Gominant because 
two or fewer runs in _| first half, when his ERA was 4.36, | [© doesn't strike you like 
eight of his past nine | Glavine allowed 14 home runs, | tat, but when he’s throwing 
starts. his changeup and moving his 
pitches around, that’s exactly 
what he is.” 
rae Braves pitching coach 
4-2, 2.96 ERA, Opponents are hitting 14 Roger McDowell: “He has 


no-hit stuff every night” 


NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 42—Consecutive games without 
an error by a middle infielder. Shortstop has been manned 
almost exclusively by Jose Reyes, while second base has 
been mostly occupied by Luis Castillo. Being strong up the 
middle bodes well for the postseason. —Marty Noble 


PHILADELPHIA PHILLIES Manager Charlie Manuel is 
reluctant to use OFs Shane Victorino and Michael Bourn 
because of lingering injuries. Neither player will be at full 
strength until spring, and Manuel doesn’t want to make 
the injuries worse. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 4.85—The 
team ERA, fifth-worst in baseball. It doesn’t help to have 
Citizens Bank Park as your home park. But it also doesn't 
help to have an inconsistent rotation and a thin bullpen 
after RHPs Brett Myers and Tom Gordon. —Ken Mandel 


WASHINGTON NATIONALSLF Wily Mo Pena is known 
for his power, but he also has the ability to hit balls the 
other way. Pena has deceptive speed for a 265-pounder; 
he's quick enough to leg out some hits. ... For the second 
straight year, RHP Jon Rauch has been a valuable setup 
man. He has found a home in the bullpen after strug- 
gling with injuries as a starter. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
4,02—Runs scored per game, which is last in the majors. 
The team needs a dynamic, consistent leadoff hitter and 
another big bat in the lineup. —Bill Ladson 


] 
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IMMORTALITY AWAITS 


fantasyhockey.sportingnews.com 


SIGN-UP TODAY AND GET 10% OFF OUR PREMIUM FANTASY HOCKEY GAMES. 
USE CODE DURING CHECKOUT. 


Byrnes has the 
D-backs’ backs 


Justin Upton, the Diamondbacks’ 20-year-old 
rookie, was ready this time around. 

He had seen this scenario before: sixth inning, 
one out, bases loaded, tight game, Upton at the 
plate, Scott Munter in from the Giants’ bullpen. 
Munter had won the battle the night before, when 
Upton watched a first-pitch 
strike slip by, then grounded 
into an inning-ending dou- 
ble play. The D-backs even- 
tually lost, 2-1. 

But Upton, thanks to a 
little prodding from team- 
mate Eric Byrnes, was ready Stat 


the second time. “I told him Runs: 95 

last night, “You don’t want Batting average: .292 

to take that first one in a Hits: 168 

spot like that; ” Byrnes says. Home runs: 21 

“Tonight, he ripped the RBls: 82 

first pitch for a double. Stolen bases: 45 
*Among regulars 


That's just a classic example 
of the adjustments that he’s 
making, learning when to 
be aggressive and learning when to home in the 
strike zone” 


N.L.( 


CHICAGO CUBS RHP Jason Marquis has avoided a repeat 
of his disastrous second half with the Cardinals in 2006, 
but he still needs to learn how to put a full season together. 
Marquis’ problems are more mental than physical; he 
tends to overthink. If he trusted his stuff, he would be fine. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 6—That’s the magic number of 
innings for Cubs starters. The team is 60-33 when its start- 
ing pitchers go at least six innings, compared with a 17-39 
mark when they exit earlier. —Carrie Muskat 

CINCINNAT! REDS RHP Matt Belisle gives up a lot of 
home runs but has been pleased with the development of 
his sinker. He still needs to become more consistent with the 
pitch, which flattens out at times. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
29—Home runs by Brandon Phillips, who broke Joe 
Morgan’s club record of 27 for a second baseman. Phillips 
has become a legitimate cleanup hitter and says he simply 
tries to hit the ball where it’s pitched. —Mark Sheldon 

HOUSTON ASTROS The club could bring back C Brad 
Ausmus in 2008 in a backup role and as a mentor to J.R. 
Towles. Ausmus excels on defense. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
4—Rookie starters used by the club. Considering the shallow 
pool of free-agent pitchers, several young guys—including 
LHP Troy Patton and RHPs Matt Albers and Juan Gutierrez— 
will have to play big roles in 2008. —Alyson Footer 
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Leading man 


Eric Byrnes has been the 
unquestioned offensive leader for 
the surprising Diamondbacks. 


Byrnes’ do-everythin 
That 2-run double was 
followed by Conor Jacksons 


hh single, which brought home 
1st Upton and Byrnes, who 
2nd then chatted up Arizona's 
1st young star-in-waiting all the 
2nd way back to the bench. 
< “He just kept saying, ‘Big 
st 


hitter right there; ” Upton 
said after the D-backs’ 9-4 
victory. “Those are the kind 
of things we do to pick up 


each other and keep each other confident?’ 


g duties include mentoring young guys like Upton. 


, 


seasons most unlikely playoff contender—coach, 
leader, clubhouse glue guy, cheerleader, cleanup 
hitter, leadoff man, left fielder, right fielder, center 
fielder ... just to name a few. 

After a disastrous 2005 season spent with three 
teams, Byrnes has found a comfortable home in 
Arizona, reviving his career with a solid 2006 and 
then putting together a career season to show the 
way for a D-backs team that leads the N.L. West by 
two games despite an extremely young lineup. 

Unexpected? To you, maybe. 

“Tve never put limitations on myself’ Byrnes 
says. “It might surprise everybody else, but it 


Byrnes has been a little bit of everything for the 


> AWARD WATCH: Brewers 
3B Ryan B is the 
clear-cut N.L. rookie of the 
year. He has avoided hitting 
the rookie wall, opting to 
bash balls over it instead. 
Had Braun opened the 
season in the major 
leagues, he might be in the 
MVP discussion. 


doesn't surprise me?” —Ryan Fagan 


MILWAUKEE BREWERS RHP Yovani Gallardo, 21, threw 
13 scoreless innings in his first two September starts. Man- 
ager Ned Yost pulled Gallardo after he threw 105 pitches in 
six innings last week because the team had a comfortable 
lead and Gallardo has already set a career high for innings. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: .477—2B Rickie Weeks’ on- 
base percentage since August 10, when he returned from a 
brush-up stint in the minors. —Adam McCalvy 


PITTSBURGH PIRATES The team won four straight games 
that LHP Paul Maholm started in August, but then lower- 
back tightness caused him to miss more than two weeks. 
Now that he’ healthy, he is working to eliminate a slight 
jerk in his delivery. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 3—Games 
over .500 the team is when Ronny Paulino starts at catcher. 
Paulino isn't always smooth on defense, but he provides a 
solid bat in the lineup. —Jenifer Langosch 


ST. LOUIS CARDINALS OF Ryan Ludwick has been pro- 
ductive in a spot role. He has racked up extra-base hits, been 
solid on defense and shown a good arm. He's auditioning 
for a job in 2008, when the outfield will be up for grabs. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 11—Starting pitchers used by the 
team. With the exceptions of RHPs Adam Wainwright and 
Braden Looper, the club simply hasn't been able to find a 
reliable combination of starters. —Matthew Leach 
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Things you need to know about ... Troy Tulowitzki 


With the season Brewers third baseman Ryan Braun is having, it’s easy to get overshadowed in the N.L. 
rookie class. But don't forget about the Rockies’ Troy Tulowitzki. He has set the N.L. rookie record for shortstops 
with 21 home runs, and he leads N.L. rookies in games, runs and hits. 


He does not consider offense to be his strong 
suit. Tulowitzki has made only 11 errors—11 
fewer than Braun has made at third. “If you ask 
anyone else, they'll probably say I'm an offensive 
shortstop, but I take more pride in my defense. I 


against the Braves in April and was on base 
when Matt Holliday lined into a triple play at 
Philadelphia last week. “Id never been in even 
one before this year. Both were over with so 
quickly, it was like no one knew what to do. kept 


tagging guys to make sure I had three outs, and in 
the other one Chase Utley threw the ball to third 
when he didn't need to just to make sure?’ 

He is proud to have been a Dirtbag. “I went 
to Long Beach State because I wanted to go to a 
college to improve my skills. The head coach, 
Mike Weathers, is known for having a good rap- 
port with infielders, especially shortstops. The 
program is known for working hard and playing 
the game the right way. It was the best decision of 
my life” —S.M. 


would rather save a run than drive in a run? 

He took advantage of the opportunity to meet 
his idol, Derek Jeter, when the Yankees came to 
Coors Field in June. “I went up to him in batting 
practice and told him how much I respected him 
and how he plays the game. He talked to me for a 
while, told me to keep working and I'd be a good 
player.” 

The visit prompted a purchase for his team- 
mates. “I bought a bunch of bottles of his cologne 
and handed it out to the guys. We had some fun 
with it. A bunch of us still keep it in our lockers, 
and well wear it sometimes. It’s not the best- 
smelling cologne ever, but it's OK” 

He believes in rookie calls. “You have to earn 
the umpires’ respect in the league, and I think 
that’s the way it should be. These guys have played 
for a long time, and they definitely should get the 
benefit of the doubt on close calls? 

He has already been involved in two triple 
plays. He turned an unassisted triple play 


N.L.WE:! = 


Tulowitzki may have been a Dirtbag in college, but these days he smells as good as Derek Jeter. 


ARIZONA DIAMONDBACKS RHP Edgar Gonzalez has 
been an important part of the staff, filling in when the 
club has needed a starter and eating up innings in long 
relief. He has a good feel for mixing his four pitches. ... 
OF Justin Upton is working on being more patient at the 
plate; opposing pitchers were taking advantage of his ten- 
dency to swing early in counts. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 
32—1-run victories by the D-backs, which ranks first in 
the majors. Their ability to win close games can be attrib- 
uted to the strength of the rotation and the back end of the 
bullpen. It bodes well for the postseason. —Steve Gilbert 


COLORADO ROCKIES Hard-throwing call-up LHP Franklin 
Morales is concentrating on keeping his weight back rath- 
er than lunging at batters when he pitches. It has helped 
him gain control and command, but he has lost velocity 
on his fastball. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 6.14—The com- 
bined ERA of Morales, 21, and RHP Ubaldo Jimenez, 23, 
in September. The team is depending on the young start- 
ers as it chases a playoff spot. —Thomas Harding 


LOS ANGELES DODGERS 1B James Loney, a 2002 
first-round pick who hit only one home run in 233 
minor league at-bats this year, recently hit five in six 
games for the Dodgers. The major concern about Lo- 
ney had been whether he had the power to justify play- 


> AWARD WATCH: The N.L. MVP 


race is wide-open, but should it 


be? Among N.L. leaders, 

LF Matt Holliday ranks first in 
RBIs, fifth in batting average 
and is tied for fifth in home 
runs. Plus, the Rockies have 
stayed in playoff contention 
much longer than anyone 
expected. 


ing him every day at first base. He is beginning to erase 
those concerns—and his average (.330) hasn't suffered. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 147—Games Russell Martin is 
on pace to catch this season. Manager Grady Little is re- 
luctant to rest Martin because he has been one of the team’s 
most consistent contributors on offense. —Ken Gurnick 


SAN DIEGO PADRES Rookie LHP Joe Thatcher has im- 
pressed the team with the way he has gotten righthand- 
ers out (.100 average). His cut fastball has led to a handful 
of broken bats. ... Rookie RHP Kevin Cameron has strug- 
gled since being used more in close-and-late situations. 
Expect more of those innings to go to RHP Doug Brocail. 
NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 11—Wins by RHP Jake Peavy 
that have followed Padres losses. He’ a big reason the team 
hasnt lost more than four straight games. —Corey Brock 


SAN FRANCISCO GIANTS The team is trying OF Daniel 
Ortmeier, 26, at first base, and he’s picking it up quickly. 
The outfield is crowded, so the move could get the switch- 
hitting Ortmeier in the lineup more regularly. ... With 
RHP Kevin Correia and LHP Jonathan Sanchez emerg- 
ing as potential starters, the team could afford to trade 
LHP Noah Lowry. NUMBER THAT COUNTS: 30—Losses 
charged to the bullpen, most in the N.L. The team is 
working to improve the situation for 2008. —Chris Haft 
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COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


OU-Texas isn’t the end-all, the Big Ten stinks, and USC’s Pac-10 path isn't easy. 


What you’ve seen— 
and what it really means 


By Matt Hayes 


mhayes @ sportingnews.com 


t was almost too perfect, really. 

On the day Oklahoma unveiled 

abronze statue of formerrecord- 

setting quarterback Jason White, 

the new flavor of the day was 
setting marks of his own. 

And reminding me that no matter 
how good something looks, real bad 
is just a game away. 

Sam Bradford, OU’s white-hot 
redshirt freshman quarterback, has 
‘the offense playing as well as it was 
when White was leading the Sooners 
up and down the field as a sixth-year 
senior in 2004. But when OU needed 
its offense the most that season, it 
went into the fetal position against 
USC in the national title game. 

So please, deep breath everyone. 

Were one quarter into the season, 
and even though things are begin- 
ning to shake out and shape up, some 
things I just ain't buying. 

The Oklahoma-Texas winner on October 6 will 
go unbeaten and play for the national title. 

Let’s look at this rationally, shall we? First, the 
Sooners: Bradford’s success has been refreshing, 
but he hasn't played a conference game, where 
everyone knows everyone else’s personnel and 
schemes—and where quick slants don’t turn into 
60-yard touchdowns. One more problem: Brad- 
ford hasn't played a game away from Norman. 
Now he gets to do that three weeks in a row. 

And Texas? The Longhorns don't have that 


Let’s nok book Bradford and the Sooners a trip 


tke 


go-to guy, a player who can carry the team physi- 
cally and mentally (see: Major Applewhite, Vince 
Young). A talented team in desperate need of 
direction invariably loses a game it shouldn't. 

Michigan’s struggles aren’t an indicator of 
the state of the Big Ten. 

Ifit weren't for Ohio State, the Big Ten would be 
the worst of the BCS leagues—and that’s saying a 
ton, considering the ACC is just god-awful. Every- 
one should've seen this coming, but Ohio State 
and Michigan fooled us last season with 11-0 starts 


to New Orleans just yet. 


fashioned mostly against a conference that has 
been in decline. 

Consider: Penn State has had three winning 
seasons since 2000. Iowa is just 15-13 since win- 
ning 31 games from 2002-2004. Purdue, Michigan 
State and Minnesota? Pfft. 

And I don’t want to hear about Wisconsin any- 
more. Yeah, the Badgers have 
won 15 of 16 games under Bret 
Bielema, but close shaves 
against The Citadel and UNLV 
don't portend a championship 
contender. 

Thank goodness for Ohio 
State, which has cobbled 
together enough offense so that 
its terrific defense won't be 
overwhelmed. 

No one will touch USC in 
the Pac-10. 

To this, I say: No team will 
have a tougher time winning its 
conference. Look, Im a big 
Cardinal and Gold snob, but I 
also realize this oft-belittled 
conference is a meat grinder 
these days. Yep, even tougher 
than the SEC. 

USC and California will win 
at least 10 games. And who 
wants to play Oregon or Ari- 
zona State right now? 

The Pac-10 is better because 
defense has become a priority. 
The impact of USC's run under coach Pete Carroll 
is that the rest of the league's teams realized they 
needed to catch up defensively rather than simply 
find different ways to score. 

How tough do these games look for USC: at 
Washington, at Oregon, at Cal, at Arizona State? 

The honeymoon is over for Charlie Weis at 
Notre Dame. 

This is beyond comical. I actually heard one of 
the television bobbleheads say “Ty Willingham 
never went 0-3 to start a season.’ He failed to men- 


LSU 28, Penn State 20, Alabama 27, Michigan St. 31, Florida 38, USC 44 © 

South Carolina 24 | Michigan 17 Georgia 24 Notre Dame 14 Mississippi 13 Washington St. 13 
South Carolina is Penn State isn’t Win this one, and Ladies and For his next act, A natural letdown 
much better than that good; the Tide starts the gentlemen, we Tim Tebow delivers game; so Wazzu 
you, | and your Michigan isn’t that season 8-0. have a touchdown babies while doesn’t lose 
neighbor the Big bad. The story of sighting at Notre throwing touch- by 50. 

Ten fan think. the Big Ten in ’07. Dame. down passes!. 


Texas A&M 23, Miami 21 
UCLA 27, Washington 24 


Wisconsin 34, lowa 14 
Oklahoma 40, Tulsa 20 


Oregon 38, Stanford 16 
Clemson 27, N.C. State 20 


TY RUSSELL / AP 
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tion that Willingham made Brady Quinn look like 
Anthony Quinn—and that two years later Weis 
made Quinn an All-American and a first-round 
draft pick. 

Weis also took underachieving players from 
Willingham’ bad recruiting classes and somehow 
went to two BCS bowls with a defense that couldn't 
stop your local Pop Warner champion. 

Now, when Weis is playing catch-up with a 
freshman quarterback and an offensive line in 
shambles, we hear this hot seat nonsense. I’m not 
sugarcoating it; things are bad right now. But it’s 
not about the X’s and O’,, it’s about the Jimmys and 
Joes. This team is young and fast at the skill posi- 
tions, and quarterback Jimmy Clausen is going to 
be fantastic. 

The Big East has a national title contender. 

You have to be impressed with the resolve of the 
league no one wanted. But if any of its teams is 
playing for a national title in January, I'll buy the 
first round at the Dungeon in New Orleans. 

West Virginia's offense is terrific, but the 
defense? If I can be blunt: gross. Don't tell me 
about Rutgers until quarterback Mike Teel makes 
a third-and-9 throw on the road with his team 
desperate for him to make something happen. 

Louisville? No longer in the mix after it couldn't 


put away Kentucky. 
Remember, no matter how good something 
looks, real bad is just a game away. SN 


W 


@ HEISMAN WATCH. 


STUD Darren McFadden, Arkansas. 
Even in defeat, he strengthened his credibil- 
ity. He's a dynamo—and by far the leading 
running back candidate. 

STUMBLER Brian Brohm, Louisville. He's 
still in the race, but the loss to Kentucky, a 
second-tier SEC team, hurts. The rest of his 
schedule moves to off-broadway stages until 
the West Virginia game. 

SLEEPER Mike Hart, Michigan. He won't 
win the trophy, but his leadership skills dur- 
ing difficult times and his numbers make him 
worthy ofan invitation to New York. 


TOP 5 


1. Darren McFadden, RB, Arkansas 
2. John David Booty, QB, USC 

3. Pat White, QB, West Virginia 

4. Colt Brennan, QB, Hawaii 

5. Mike Hart, RB, Michigan 


Listen to The Tim Brando Show weekdays 
from 4-7 p.m. ET on Sporting News Radio or 


pPoningnews.com. 


Already blessed with 
speed to burn, West 
Virginia boasts éven 


=.jnore wheii Devine 


totes the ball. 


The timing of Auburn's two-game meltdown 
couldn't be more damaging for coach Tommy 
Tuberville. As successful as the Tigers have been 
recently under Tuberville—they had won 35 of 
40 games going into this season—it now looks 
as though things could be unraveling. And 
worse yet: Alabama seems to be hitting its stride 
under new coach/savior Nick Saban. That’s not 
a good sign for Tuberville, whose rock-solid 
status at Auburn changed the day Saban was 
hired, Now Tuberville’s team has lost at home to 
the SEC’s worst team (Mississippi State), and 
the Tigers could be 0-3 were it not for some 
breaks in a win over Kansas State, Fifth-year 
senior QB Brandon Cox is playing horribly, and 
the offensive line can't block anyone. And this 
team still hasn't played on the road. Meanwhile, 
Alabama could conceivably begin the season 
8-0 before a game against league heavyweight 
LSU in Tuscaloosa. Bottom line for Tuberville 
in the short attention span that is college foot- 
ball in Alabama: Never has a coach gone from 
lifer to lifeless so quickly. > A microcosm of 
how utterly poor UCLA was in its upset loss at 
Utah: The Bruins spent significant practice time 
last week preparing for a fake field goal attempt 
by the Utes. Utah pulled it off anyway, and the 
momentum-changing play led to a touchdown 
in the closing seconds of the first half. > Game 


of the week in the Pac-10: the Letdown Bowl 
between former unbeatens UCLA and Wash- 
ington, who lost by a combined 57 points last 
Saturday. > As fast as West Virginia is at the 
starting skill positions—there is no faster trio in 
the nation than QB Pat White, RB Steve Slaton 
and WR Darius Reynaud—the fastest player on 
the team is freshman RB Noel Devine. The 
WVU staff finally has given in to playing Devine 
despite some concerns. During fall camp, he 
struggled with blitz protection and had ball- 
security issues. But after his performance last 
week against Maryland (five carries, 136 yards), 
look for him to get at least 10 touches per game 
the rest of the season. > The reason that Boston 
College QB Matt Ryan has taken a huge step 
this fall: his freedom within the offense. Under 
former coach Tom O’Brien, the plays were 
scripted and there were few, if any, audibles. Jeff 
Jagodzinski and his staff have given Ryan com- 
plete autonomy, and he can change plays at the 
line of scrimmage at any point during presnap 
reads. Plus, as well as Ryan has played, things 
should be even better. BC coaches have counted 
more than 10 drops from receivers this season, 
including three in last week’s win over Georgia 
Tech—when Ryan played flawlessly against 
Tech coordinator Jon Tenuta’s aggressive, 
unorthodox blitzing schemes. 


speedreads 


| have officially resigned as 
the guy leading the UCLA 
bandwagon. You don't lose to 
Utah, and you sure as all get 
out don't lose by 38 to a 
beaten up, broken down Utah 
team playing with a backup 
quarterback. It's inexcusable. 


Hooray for Duke! It snapped the 
nation’s longest losing streak 
last week against Northwest- 

: ern. | cant wait to see how Big 

: Tenczar Jim D. spins this one. 

| We have higher academic 

: standards than Duke... 


Is it just me, or does Rutgers 
: play Norfolk State every week? 
We have to wait until 
: October 6 before the Scarlet 
: Knights play a meaningful 
: game (vs. Cincinnati). Now 
_ that’s scheduling. 


9/24/07 . SPORTING NEWS . 35 


COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


Half the size, twice the sizzle 


Wrangler 


PLAYER OF THE WEEK 


QB Andre’ Woodson, 
Kentucky 


You've probably seen the play by 
now—Woodson’s 57-yard touchdown strike 
to a streaking Steve Johnson with 28 
seconds left. It was the difference in 
Kentucky's 40-34 upset of Louisville. 

Woodson threw four TD passes in 
Kentucky's first victory over a top 10 
opponent since 1977. 


Rk. | Team (last week) W-L Next up TV (all times Eastern) 


USC (2) |3-0 | Washington State, 9/22 | 8 p.m., ABC 


John David Booty still can win the Heisman. No one hands the ball off better than he does. 


South Carolina, 9/22 | 3:30 p.m., CBS 


The Tigers better be ready for the new Steve Spurrier—now he wins with defense and the kicking game. 


Florida (4) at Mississippi, 9/22 12:30 p.m., Lincoln Financial 


Is there any player more scary with the ball in his hands than Percy Harvin? Tim Tebow, maybe? 


Oklahoma (3) at Tulsa, 9/21 8 p.m., ESPN2 


A Friday night shootout. The Sooners are averaging 62 points; Tulsa hung 55 on a decent BYU defense. 


Calor aon, 9/2 


The Bears are speeding ahead toward Oregon in two weeks. Crazy as it seems, this one could be a trap. 


West Virginia (5) East Carolina, 9/22 Noon, ESPN 


The Mountaineers have the unenviable task of playing ECU three days after national Talk Like A Pirate Day. 


Ohio State (12) Northwestern, 9/22 | 3:30 p.m., ESPN 


The Buckeyes were the trendy pick to finish fourth in the Big Ten, but they have a first-place defense. 


Boston College (22) 3-0 Army, 9/22 1 p.m., ESPN Classic 


Matt Ryan is a lot like Boston College—you don’t hear much about either, but they're pretty dang good. 


Oregon (6) x Stand 9/23 


Not looking too far down the road—OK, we are—but the Ducks get Cal and USC in Autzen Stadium. 


Texas (7) Rice, 9/22 7 p.m., FOX Sports Net 


Finally, a breather. You beat Arkansas State by 8 and UCF by 3, and you'd welcome the Owls, too. 


Wisconsin (9) lowa, 9/22 8 p.m., ABC 


Yeah, the Badgers have been shaky, but there’s plenty good about having PJ. Hill on your side. 


®)) Hear from SN's player of the week 
on The Tim Brando show, week- 
days from 4-7 p.m. ET on Sporting News 


Radio, or at radio.sportingnews.com. 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


The 1. LSU Best of the rest: 13. Penn State, 3-0 14. South Carolina, 3-0 15. Clemson, 3-0 16. Alabama, 3-0 
u 2. USC 17. Virginia Tech, 2-1 18. South Florida, 2-0 19. Kentucky, 3-0 20. Georgia Tech, 2-1 21. Louisville, 2-1 
five-star 3. Oklahoma 22. Nebraska, 2-1 23. Hawaii, 3-0 24. Cincinnati, 3-0 25. Georgia, 2-1 
T] 4. Florida 4. 
Sportingnews.com’s . Asc aad BOTTOM Minnesota. Well, there’s the new stadium to look forward to in 2009. 
most fanatic 7. Wisconsin Mike Stoops. It's hot in the desert. Even hotter when you lose to New Mexico. 


Chan Gailey. His Georgia Tech teams throw up a stinker every year—and still get to a bowl. 
Phil Fulmer. The end must be near; the Vols look like the fifth-place team in the SEC East. 
Auburn. Alabama lost at home to Mississippi State last year and the coach got canned. 


members bring you 8. Ohio State 
their top 10 each 9. Texas 


week. 10. Penn State 
CAM PUS Wy AT ‘ | Views from the student section at sportingnews.com 


BIG BLOG ON CAMPUS 

From Barry Goldenberg, UCLA student 

Pathetic. Embarassing. Humiliating. It hurts. This was supposed to be the 
year UCLA became a national program again. Twenty starters back. A vaunted 
defense. A talented offense led by quarterback Ben Olson. All of Karl Dorrell’s 
players in his fifth year here. Everything was in place. And then 44-6 to the 
Utah Utes. Olson is not the answer we all thought he was, and the defense that 
was supposed to be among the nation’s best not only broke, it shattered. They 
say it never rains here, and it usually doesn’t. But it sure did today. 


Best sideline Lisa Salters Holly Rowe 

reporter 

Coaches who Lloyd Carr Greg Robinson Dennis 

should be fired Franchione 
Most overrated | Virginia Tech Louisville Wisconsin, 
teams , Hawaii (tie) 
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NASCAR 


Nothing about the Chase makes you want to 


paint your face, jump off the couch or slap your grandma. 


These playoffs 
lack pizazz 


By Mike Hembree 


ASCAR’s Chase for the Nextel Cup has 
begun, but you wouldn't necessarily 
know it unless somebody told you. 
Despite NASCAR% best promotional 
efforts, its playoffs haven't grown into the 
must-see phenomenon that other major sports 


present at season's end. The Chase isn't in the same races. 


league as the postseason for the NFL, which 
marches to the Super Bow]; or baseball, which cli- 


maxes with the World Series; or col- 
lege basketball, which travels the 
road to the Final Four. 

NASCAR hasn't been at this 
nearly as long as those other guys— 
this is just its fourth season with a 
postseason—but one thing is cer- 
tain: The Chase could use more 
shine and sparkle to separate it from 
the rest of the schedule. 

If anything, NASCAR moved in 
the opposite direction this year—it 
raised the stakes in the regular 
season. 

Back in January, NASCAR’ plan- 
ners emerged from a long session 


If anything, 
NASCAR moved 


in the opposite 


direction this 
year—it raised 


the stakes in 
the regular 
season. 


with their calculators to present this year’s 
new and improved Chase. The field was 
expanded from 10 to 12 drivers, and every- 
one who qualifies now starts the Chase 
with 5,000 points—plus is awarded 10 
points for each win during the first 26 


Ten points for each win proved to be a 
good thing; it was refreshing to hear driv- 


ers who were locks for 
the Chase by August say 
they were racing for wins 
because they wanted the 
extra credit. 

Jimmie Johnson did 
just that. He closed the 
regular season with 
back-to-back victories to 
give him six overall and 


60 bonus points entering the 
Chase. The last two victories 
vaulted Johnson to first place and 
gave him 20 more points than Jeff 
Gordon, who had led the stand- 
ings since the fifth race of the sea- 


/ (iihascan 


NEXTEL 


ne can be devie apt It’s time to Ne eames from the pretenders. 
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Johnson was plenty jacked about his Richmond win, 
one of six victories that netted him 60 bonus points 
and the Cup lead. 


son but wound up with two fewer wins than his 
teammate. 

Before the top 12 was reset for the Chase, John- 
son was fourth in the standings. So winning really 
meant something during the first 26 races. 

But the beginning of the Chase—the most 


at Dover 


important part of the season—brought an end to 
the extra incentive to win. Start the Chase, stop 
the victory bonus points. What sort of sense does 
that make? 

Now this Chase, like the others before it, is 
being scored by the same points system used for 
every race of the season. It isa system that rewards 
consistently high finishes, penalizes DNFs and 
virtually ignores the preparation, strategy and dar- 
ing that often go into race victories. 

This debate is not new in NASCAR circles. 
Many argued for years that race wins should carry 
greater rewards. Give NASCAR some credit for 
finally listening—it made wins worth five more 
points in 2004 and increased the total by five again 
at the start of this season. 

So now the margin from first place to second 
place is 15 points. Better, but why not 25? Why not 
keep the 10-point victory bonus going throughout 
the Chase? Guys would be racing their hearts out 
for wins every week because theyd have to. 
Wouldn't that add some excitement? 

This is a matter that should be addressed at 
NASCAR’ next summit. And those who gather to 
discuss these sorts of things shouldn't be afraid to 
throw too many points at winners. 

Winning shouldn't be the only thing, but it 
should be the most important. After all, aren't 
playoffs about winning? SN 


Mike Hembree is an associate editor for 
NASCAR Scene. Read more from Hembree at 


scenedaily.com. 


The ieyto winning the Chase isnot being : 
perfect, it's recovering when you mess up. | In 
other words, Kurt Busch, who is 12th and 102 
points out of first, is still in the hunt. 

Forget what | said before. Junior will drive the 

Ne 38 eat pe season. 


in the races in whieh Jeff Gordon hes poi 
raced, he has finished outside the top 12 once 
this year. He'll win the title. 

What | really meant to say was, Junior will drive 
the No. 88 car next season. It must be true—it 
was on the Internet. —Matt Crossman 


Sponsored by Is/plee of speedtv.com 
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Where theres Smoke, there's 
focus. Tony Stewart says he 
wont work on his contract 
extension with Joe Gibbs 
Racing while he still has a 
chance to win the Chase for 
the NASCAR Nextel Cup. Stewart's contract 
runs through 2009. But he and JGR president 
J.D. Gibbs have had discussions. Stewart: “All 
these things ... are a total distraction to what 
I'm trying to accomplish the rest of the season, 
and that’s why I’m not going to do any more 
than I have to do until the end of the year? 
> The migration from open-wheel racing con- 
tinues: Former Indianapolis 500 champions 
Buddy Lazier (1996) and Jacques Villeneuve 
(1995) are scheduled to make their NASCAR 
debuts Saturday in the Craftsman Truck Series 
race at Las Vegas. Lazier is driving for Billy 


Sponsored by 


Mobil il 


—*| 


Ballew Motorsports and 
Villeneuve for Bill Davis 
Racing. Villeneuve also 
won the 1995 CART cham- 
pionship and the 1997 
Formula 1 championship. 
Lazier won the 2000 Indy Racing League cham- _ 
pionship. > Sam Hornish, a three-time IRL . 
champion and the 2006 Indy 500 winner, failed 
to qualify for last Sunday’s Cup race at New 
Hampshire. Hornish: “The biggest thing was 
everybody (on Penske Racing) telling me, 
‘Don't overdrive it. Don't overdrive it. Don't 
overdrive it? Well, I didn't drive it hard enough” 
Hornish will try again this weekend at Dover. 
He has made eight starts in the Busch Series for 
Penske with his best finish a 15th at Atlanta in 
March. > Clint Bowyer led 222 laps in getting 
his first Cup win in last Sunday's Sylvania 300 at 
New Hampshire. In his previous 
63 Cup races, he led 196 laps. 
> Gibbs lame duckJ.J. Yeley fin- 
ished 10th at NHIS for his second 
consecutive 10th-place finish, the 
first time in his Cup career he has 
posted back-to-back top 10s. Can 
he make it three in a row? His 
numbers at Dover say no: He has 
an average finish of 33.5 in four 
races, with a best finish of 25th. 
Yeley will drive for Hall of Fame 
Racing in 2008. 


Bowyer smoked the field at 
Dover to get his first Cup win. 


Fantasy experts Roger Kuznia and 
Vinnie lyer pick Nextel Cup race winners. 


Who will win at Dover? 
1:30 p.m. ET, ABC 


Roger: | like Kurt Busch here. You may 
remember the Dover race in June, when Busch 
was parked for doing a drive-by on Tony 
Stewart's car in the pits after Stewart wrecked 
Busch on the track. Busch will be racing 
Stewart at some point Sunday, but he'll play 
nice because of the bigger prize on the 
line—which is my points title over you, Vinnie. 


Sleeper: Dale Earmhardt Jr. 
Not so fast: Kevin Harvick. 


Vinnie: Roger, | need to start flexing my 
muscles if | want to make up the difference in 
our version of the Chase, so I'll go with Carl 
Edwards, the most in-shape driver in Nextel 
Cup. Expect him to work out at Dover, where he 
has posted two top fives, including a third- 
place finish in June. Get ready for a backflip 
and a trip to victory lane. 


Sleeper: Ryan Newman. 
Not so fast: Jeff Burton. 


Nextel Cup points (based on how the experts’ choices finished in points races): 
Roger: 3,708; Vinnie: 3,581. 
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When: 1:30 p.m. ET Sunday — bs < x 
TV: ABC, 1 p.m. ET =—_ . : A 
Where: Dover (Del.) International Dover International Speedway 
Speedway 
Track: 1-mile oval . " 
Race length: 400 laps/400 miles ta a phy rece of th 
Frontstretch: 1,076 feet eman ing. Ss one e 
Backstretch: 1,076 feet =¢g" 
Banking on straights: 9 degrees most difficult tracks we Fun on. 1. Russian roulette. A crash will wipe 
a +) =. . 7 
pla Sieg iii es It Ss very difficult to handle well out at least one of the Chase competitors— 
2006 polesitter: Jeff Gordon there. The corners are really geri! Last Ye Kasey ee say 
Website: doverspeedway.com H . the loaded chamber in a race that is always 
wide, but the straightaways poi, ee 
aren’t. —Jeff Burton 2. An uneasy truce. Because of an emo- 
tional altercation on the track, then on pit 
ze road in the June race at the Monster Mile, 
Chase drivers ey > AS s aD eh Any poe ve Ries 
t Dover o CS , Je se ww — ‘s a respect istance from each other— 
a AS we SAS {ES /$ AS sg because they have to. 


1. Jimmie Johnson 
2. Jeff Gordon 
3. Tony Stewart 10.7 

4. Clint Bowyer 
5. Kyle Busch 


6. Martin Truex 
7. Matt Kenseth 
8. Carl Edwards 6mm) 10:5. [0 | 
9. Denny Hamlin Cae ea es 
10. Kevin Harvick K Reno 
11. Jeff Burton 
12. Kurt Busch 114. ]20.1 [Oo | 


LAST TIME AROUND: The June race at Dover is one that'll be replayed on YouTube for a while. 
Martin Truex picked up his first Cup victory, so he'll never forget the rain-delayed event. But what most 
fans will remember is the confrontation between Kurt Busch and Tony Stewart. The two tangled on Lap 
271, and the hard feelings carried into the pits. Stewart’s No. 20 Chevrolet was in his pit when Busch pulled 
his No. 2 Dodge so close to the No. 20 that jackman Jason Lee had to jump to safety. 

That move cost Busch a lot. His car was parked by NASCAR, and he finished 42nd (Stewart was 40th). 
Busch later was fined 100 points, which made his quest for the Chase all the more challenging. 
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3. Jeff Gordon. The regular-season 
points leader has a chance to assert him- 
self at Dover, a rhythm track that plays to 
his strengths. 


j ; Ay 


Rusty Wallace, the 1989 
Cup champion, posted three 
wins and 22 top 10s in 44 races at 
Dover. Before each race, he will provide an insiders 
look at the track. 

Dover is a track all its own. Its very high- 
banked. It’s solid concrete. It doesn't have any room 
for error. If you spin out in the straightaway, you're 
going to slide down into the wall most every single 
time because the straightaways are angled. A lot of 
guys take their Bristol cars to Dover because both 
tracks are concrete. 
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Yes, he'll get hurt. But until then, he'll 
help the Vikings win a lot of games. 


Repeat 
after me: 
Play A.P. 


By Steve Greenberg 


sgreenberg @sportingnews.com 


hey were in a Friday night meeting before 

the Vikings’ season opener, the postshower 

sweat still drying on their faces. Thirteenth- 

year fullback Tony Richardson leaned in 

and whispered to rookie running back 
Adrian Peterson, “How are you feeling?” 

‘Tm feeling pretty good? Peterson replied. 

“Well, remember this feeling,” Richardson said, 
“because you won't feel this good again for a long 
time? 

Peterson doesn't know what it’s like to feel no 
pain, and he never will—not now, not next season, 
not eight years from now, when Id bet my last dol- 
lar he'll be out of football for good. He runs too 
violently and absorbs too much contact to take his 
NFL career the distance. 

But that’s OK. Peterson isn't going to change— 
has no interest in changing even after dislocating a 
shoulder and breaking his collarbone at Oklaho- 
ma—so he'll merely be one of the best running 
backs on the planet for as long as his health allows 
it. 

That's why the time already has come for Brad 
Childress to drop the running back platoon, give 
the ball to Peterson and stay the 
heck out of his way. 


The Vikings lost 


Peterson knows only one speed; the Vikings might as well start using it in a big way. 


ell didn't ride the workhorse who’ right under 
their noses to the finish line. On four first half 
third downs with 1 or 2 yards to go, they went with 
Tarvaris Jacksons arm instead_of Peterson’s legs 
three times. Three drive-killing calls. 

And in overtime, after Peterson rumbled off 
right tackle for 11 yards and then took a dump pass 
for 11 more, they turned the game over to Brooks 
Bollinger, who was subbing for Jackson, the hob- 
bled interception machine. Sack, 
4-yard dump-off, fumble. 


“Thad Larry Johnson, and I had 
Priest Holmes,’ Richardson says of 
the Pro Bowl running backs he 
blocked for in Kansas City, “but I 


to the Lions 
because they 


Peterson had 20 carries and 
would have had even fewer had 
Chester Taylor, the injured Week 1 
Starter, been active. The rookie 


never had a guy like A.P. They 


didn’t ride the 


still led the Vikings in rushing 


obviously had some talent, but 


yards and receiving yards for the 


A Pea workhorse who’s second straight game. 
Richardson's eyebrows are 5 = I understand that Peterson is a 
raised. His eyeballs are bulging. right under their rookie facing seven- and eight- 
You get the picture. man fronts and that Childress 
ee noses to the 


Last Sunday in Detroit, the 


doesn't want to serve him to the 


Vikings lost because Childress and 
offensive coordinator Darrell Bev- 


finish line. 


lions, “That's why you have a 
president and a vice president; 


Childress says. But what’s good for the Chiefs’ 
Johnson, a 400-carty guy, is good for Peterson. He 
was born to move the chains, and as Richardson 
says, “Every time he touches the ball, he has the 
ability to score. Hé’s definitely the fastest running 
back I’ve ever played with” 

He also has a running style that could get him 
hurt any time he touches the ball. Against the 
Lions, he repeatedly hit tacklers harder than they 
hit him, but on two plays he had to collect his wits 
before he could get up. It doesn't help that Peter- 
son—who compares himself to Eric Dickerson— 
too often runs straight up. Dickerson avoided hard 
hits whenever possible; Peterson seeks them out. 

Petersons self-scouting report: “Full speed 
always, 100 miles per hour. Id rather try to deliver 
the blow than take the blow and be tiptoeing. 
You've got to try to put that force out there so you 
don't get knocked around.” 

He'll get knocked around, all right, but it'll hap- 
pen whether he totes the rock 15 times or 25. 
Meanwhile, he’s the best player the Vikings have 
and their only shot to contend in the NFC North. 

Ride him. And enjoy him while youcan. SN 


9/24/07 . 41 


In the minds of many 
around the league, Giants 
QB Eli Manning has taken a 
significant step up. He stood 
up for himself when former 


OLB Shaun Phillips, who 
told Sirius Radio that Ben- 
son is soft and can be 
derailed with a couple of 
early hard hits and some 


teammate Tiki Barber criti- 
cized him in his recent book, 
then opened more eyes when he started against 
the Packers last Sunday after injuring his shoulder 
in Week 1. Manning has started 41 consecutive 
games since taking over midway through his 
rookie season. “He could have easily taken two to 
three weeks to recover, but Eli wants to play foot- 
ball this season? says one NFC assistant coach. 
“He wants to show that he is more than Peyton's 
brother, and I think hes done more in the last 
month than he did in his first three years: > The 
Bears offseason trade of RB Thomas Jones to the 
Jets may come back to haunt them. The Bears had 
enough offense with Jones and Cedric Benson 
last season to overcome QB Rex Grossman's 
inconsistency. Their running game nowis depen- 
dent on Benson, who remains a question mark in 
the mind of many players, including Chargers 


Can Benson shoulder the load for the 
Bears? For Grossman’s sake, he’d better. 


trash-talk. If Benson can't 
carry the load, the pressure 
on Grossman will increase—not a good thing for 
Chicago. > Keep your eye on second-year 
Vikings WLB Chad Greenway, who missed all of 
his rookie season after suffering a preseason knee 
injury but is off to a fast start this season. Green- 
way has the size (6-2, 242), power and speed (4.57 
in the 40) to be dominant. “I loved him in college 
and was anxious to see what he would look like 
after the injury; an AFC executive says. “He didn't 
disappoint. He will not make mental mistakes, 
and he loves contact. He'll be a Pro Bowler next 
season if he doesn't make it this year” > The 
Cowboys hope WR Teny Glenn will be available 
around midseason after having cartilage removed 
from his right knee (rather than having micro- 
fracture surgery), but they will be satisfied if he 
makes it back in December for the stretch run. 
However, Glenn, 33, has had two surgeries on his 
right knee within six weeks of each other and his 
career could well be winding down. > Bears 
DT Darwin Walker is one of the league’ best run 
stuffers. He was on the field for the Eagles in 2005 
when they held Chargers RB LaDainian Tomlinson 
to 7 yards, the lowest rushing total of his career, 
and he was a key factor when they held Tomlin- 
son to 25 yards, the second-worst game of his 
career, in Week 1. The Bears moved him into the 
starting lineup in Week 2. > Coach Brad Childress 
is trying to turn things around after a rough first 
season in Minnesota and is showing a sense of 
humor. When he read a description of himself as 
an “offensive genius; Childress was taken aback. 
He was roundly criticized for his play-calling a 
year ago and was not well-received by Vikings 
fans. “Genius?” Childress said. “I guess that’s 
something I used to be” —Steve Silverman 


Lions QBs are entertaining—yes, both of them 


The Lions are 2-0! But that’s not the best part because there's no way this team—with its porous pass 


blocking and ragtag defense—will hang for long with the Bears or even the Packers. 


The real fun will be watching Detroit’s quarterbacks. Jon Kitna, gotta love him, is far from perfect but is 
the type of guy who does anything possible to keep a play alive. That means spectacular plays and wicked 
hits by the defense. J.T. O’Sullivan—who had better stay ready because he’s going to have to play and play 


often—is a lot like Kitna, only seven years younger and with a Favrean bent. 


In relief of a banged-up Kitna against the Vikings, the 28-year-old O'Sullivan, who is with his sixth NFL 
team, ran backward and sideways for about 30 yards on his first snap before finally flinging the ball out of 
bounds, He threw beautifully, he threw wildly, he threw underhanded while being pounded to the turf. He 


brought an intensity and energy to the huddle that affected everyone at Ford Field. 


“He's a tough guy, and that’s what I like about him;’ Lions coach Rod Marinelli says. “He finishes plays.’ 


He'll finish his share of games, too. —S.G. 
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The combination of blood, sweat and beers 


on Chad 's jersey must have smelled 
just awful, but you probably would have had 
to hold it right up to your nose to detect it 
over the unspeakable foulness of the Bengals’ 
defense. 

The 0-2 Rams could have an extra 100 games 
to catch the 2-0 49ers in the NFC West, and 
they'd never do it. So much for that 
preseason tossup. 

You know what Devin Hester sees every 
morning when he looks in the mirror? Devin 
Hester. That's why the doubts that he could 
repeat last year's special teams heroics were 
so silly. He is who he is—the best return man 
in the game by a long shot. 

Who will win New York's race (it's a sprint, not 
a marathon) to 10 losses—the Giants, Jets, 
Bills or Syracuse? And could any of them beat 
Rutgers? —S.G. 


(GI BLOG ALERT | 


“The Patriots’ punishment is 
like getting grounded for a 
week if you missed curfew and 
had a miserable time but for a 
month if you missed it and 
had a blast’ 


The penalty imposed on the Patriots for 
spying baffles Matt Crossman. For more on 
cheating, see page 12 and share your thoughts 
at sportingnews.com. 
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Broncos QB Jay Cutler 
obviously has arm 
strength, but it was ; 
interesting to see him | 

} 


run the option against 
the Bills. He moves 
well for a:6-3, 233- 
pounder. This revela- 
tion doesn't mean Cutler will become more 
fantasy-worthy, but at least now we know 
there's potential for a few rushing touch- 
downs. > Bills rookie RB Marshawn Lynch 
won me over when he trucked a Broncos 
defender on the way to the end zone, but keep 
in mind that the Bills will be facing the Patri- 
ots, Jets and Cowboys in the next three weeks. 
The Patriots and Cowboys have very good 
offenses, which means Lynch might not get 
many chances to run if Buffalo is playing 
catch-up. The Steelers didn’t envision 
TE Heath Miller as strictly a blocker when 
they took him in the first round of the 2005 
draft. Miller has shown potential in his two- 


GRIDIRON 
GURUS 


Shaun Alexander. Jamal Marvin Harrison. He Donovan McNabb. The 


| 


14 


ech stock Lewis had 200 vs. Cincy. always lights up Houston. —_Lions are a QB cure-all. 
More rushing yards: Resvie Vince. If Vick can tush for Vince. He has no other 
Vince or Reggie? 88 1,000, so can Young. options. 
: Calvin Johnson. My gosh, Calvin. Calvin. Calvin. 
; This kid rocks SOU ea he's Antonio Gates-big, Calvin. Calvin. 
Get the hook Alex Smith Warrick Dunn. The sooner J.P. Losman. Paging Trent 
ready for... ‘the better Edwards ... 
No. 2 fantasy WR ¢ e . T.J. Houshmandzadeh. 
but plays like a No. 1 Soguan. Bold fer Eyes es Less hype, same goods. 


ee 
Xe . & plus seasons, but the time might be right for a 
\\ | _ breakout. He matches up well against the sus- 


pect pass defenses of San Francisco, Arizona 
and Seattle, Pittsburgh's next three opponents. 

The Packers’ defense is for real. It handled 
Eagles QB Donovan McNabb and Giants 
QB Eli Manning in the first two weeks, and it 
should prey on the inexperienced or under- 
achieving quarterbacks of Minnesota; Chi- 
cago and Washington in Weeks 4 through 6. 
Grab this unit if it’s still available. > It appears 
Dolphins WR Chris Chambers is on the verge 
of rebounding from the worst season of his 
eight-year career. Chambers is already one of 
QB Trent Green's favorite targets: He has 15 
receptions in Miami’ first two games. Green 
had a good rapport with No. 1 WR Eddie 
Kennison in Kansas City, and it’s possible that 
the same chemistry will develop with Cham- 
bers. —Roger Kuznia 


Lynch needs the Bills’ defense to keep 
him on the field. 


| BLOG ALERT 


‘In 2005, 
win a fantasy championship. 


helped me 


ge Wow, I don't think 
+ those 10 words have 
ever been said? 


Vinnie lyer thinks the 
Ravens should give Boller 
another shot at quarterback. 

What do you think? 


Tell us at sportingnews.com. 


A PHONE WITHOUT ESPN MVP IS LIKE A 
STUD RECEIVER WITH A TORN ACL. 


«ERIC KARABFLL 


Dome b, 1007 


phone & add'l charges req'd for V CAST service. ft 
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Invincible in the middle 


Few players combine size and speed like quarterback on third down. Most players of 
Patriots nose tackle Vince Wilfork, a physical his size—think run stuffers such as Ted 
freak in a league full of them. Washington and Keith Traylor—typically leave 

Players such as Randy Moss and Terrell the field on third down. 

Owens are lauded for their once-in-a-lifetime “He’s the most complete nose tackle I’ve 
physical skills, but Wilfork might be the most ever coached,” Patriots coach Bill Belichick 
unusual athlete in the NFL. says of Wilfork. 

He’s 6-2, 325, bench-presses more than It starts with power. If Wilfork lacked it, the 
400 pounds and has been timed under 5 rest of the package wouldn’t matter. Wilfork 
seconds in the 40. He plays lower to the needs to maximize every ounce of his 
ground than a limbo dancer, is immovable at abilities in the middle, where his job is to 
the point of attack and might be the most repel a pair of 300-pound offensive 
important Patriots player not named Tom linemen—often with just a hand on 
Brady. each—without ceding ground or allowing 

Just ask LaDainian Tomlinson. With Wilfork himself to be turned sideways. His hands 
clogging the middle last week, the Chargers’ work like giant pistons. 
superstar running back carried 18 times for “He’s tremendously powerful,’ says Bills 
only 43 yards and didn’t get a sniff of the center Melvin Fowler. “If you're not ready for 
end zone in the Patriots’ 38-14 romp. him, he’ll knock you off the ball, and then 

Much of that had to do with Wilfork, who you're going to have some problems.” 
has expanded his game. In place of the AFC nose tackles Jamal Williams of San 
two-gap, zero technique he has played Diego and Pittsburgh’s Casey Hampton have 
traditionally, where he is lined up directly over had a stranglehold on the Pro Bowl for the 
the center, Wilfork at times has shifted to an last few years, but their reign could be 
A-gap 1 technique position. coming to an end. John Tomase 

That means the Patriots are setting him 
loose to get upfield more and attack. This Wilfork is a three-down nose tackle, a 
lets him take advantage of his quickness and rarity in the league because he can stuff 
makes him a threat to get after the the run and rush the passer. 


AFC -—s 


BUFFALO BILLS Fs Bryan Scott, who brings experience to 
a young secondary, is better close to the line of scrimmage, 
where he can use his size (6-1, 219) and physical style in run 
support. He is vulnerable to misdirection runs and play- 
action passes but has the range to play zone coverage. ... 
DT Larry Tripplett must be stouter when double-teamed 
and win more one-on-one battles. He will never be domi- 
nant, but he can be a consistent performer. PROBLEM SPOT: 
The situation at weakside linebacker—starter Keith Ellison 
(ankle) and backup Coy Wire (knee) are out—is so dire that 
backup MLB John DiGiorgio has moved outside to start. 
DiGiorgio is quick but has no experience. Mario Haggan, a 
career special teamer, is his backup. —Allen Wilson 


NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS The versatility of LB Adalius 
Thomas has allowed Mike Vrabel to shift outside and rush on 
passing downs. Vrabel, who played mostly in coverage last 
year, is speedy enough to cover tight ends but strong and 
quick enough to beat blockers on blitzes. ... An unsung part of 
CB Asante Samuel's game is his ability vs. the run. Samuel 
is adept on outside runs; he diagnoses them quickly and 
strings the back to the sideline. PROBLEM SPOT: The field 
goal unit is a concern. Holder Matt Cassel was replaced by 
P Chris Hanson after he fumbled in the opener, and K Stephen 
Gostkowski missed a 41-yarder against the Chargers, continu- 
ing his struggle. At some point, the team will play a close game 
and need the unit to come through. —John Tormase 


MIAMI! DOLPHINS QB Trent Green, who was intercepted NEW YORK JETS Even though they’re still using a base 3-4 
four times in the loss to Dallas, has been sailing the ball ; defense, the Jets are employing multiple fronts to maximize 
high on several cross-field attempts, and his downfield > UNDER PRESSURE: the talents of NT Dewayne Robertson and ILB Jonathan 


passes have come up short and inside when receivers are Patriots RE Jarvi t Vilma. Robertson is more effective when he shades the cen- 
looking for the ball far and away. One of Green's strengths needs to pick up the slack ter than when he lines head-up on him. Moving the linemen 
| has been his ability to correct his errors, so expect him to while Richard Seymour is into different gaps helps protect Vilma, who gets swallowed 
| focus on bringing his passes down while calculating his out. Green used to be up by guards if he’s not covered up. PROBLEM SPOT: The 


ability to get the ball downfield with the proper distance. mainly a situational pass 


PROBLEM SPOT: The offensive line is struggling. Rookie 
C Samson Satele is getting pushed back often and is still 


pass rush is nonexistent. The Jets lack a pure edge rusher, 

rusher, but he has : Fie = : 
expanded his game to which hurts their third-down efficiency. Coordinator Bob | 
include solid run-stopping Sutton is mixing it up, calling a steady diet of blitzes, but | 


ROR | FVFRONE / SN (2) 


working on being more aggressive. If he blossoms, it should skills, a key in the team’s the defense has no sacks or turnovers. The team should give 
help the rest of the group because the line's development will two-gap scheme. OLB David Bowens a bigger role in the third-down package. 
likely be felt from the inside out. —Jeff Darlington He’ a proven pass rusher. —Rich Cimini 
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TOP5 Early regrets 


The Falcons trading Matt Schaub. Before this 

offseason, Schaub was seen as the most 

important backup in the league because Co 
of the beating Michael Vick took as a running > 
quarterback. But the Falcons eventually 
decided Schaub’ trade value was too much to 
ignore and sent him to Houston, where 
he is thriving. Schaub not only would 
have helped the Falcons without 
Vick, he also would have given 
them a long-term solution 
instead of Joey Harrington—a 
short-term problem. 


The Titans doing little to help Vince Young. Young 
has been an exceptional leader for an inexperienced 
team. He's an exciting individual talent, but he 
deserves more playmakers around him. The 
Titans can't expect to get to the playoffs 
with him doing it all, and they must spend 
more next offseason to help their biggest 
investment. 
The Bears trading Thomas 
a) Jones. The jury is still out on 
whether Cedric Benson can be a 
feature back for a full season. And with 
concerns remaining about Rex Gross- 
man and the passing game, the Bears 
needed Jones—arguably their playoff 
MVP last season—to help them be more 
productive and keep them strong in the 
locker room. 
The Saints doing little to help their 
S defense. The Saints are loaded and versatile on offense, 
where they can beat any NFC team in a shootout, but 
they aren't a great come-from-behind team. Continued poor 
defense will force Drew Brees to keep chucking the ball in a one- 
dimensional attack and limit the use of Deuce McAllister and 
Reggie Bush. —Vinnie Iyer 


The Browns trading for Brady Quinn on d 

The focus in Cleveland has revolved around the q 

terback carousel and when Quinn will 1 
starter, But the reality is, this team has many more 
than who’ lining up under center—and it couldn't 
give up its 2008 first-round pick to take Quinn. Not 
five pick likely at stake—a prospect who could have help 
in the offensive backfield or defensive front seven. An 
besides, Derek Anderson didn't look half bad against 
Bengals on Sunday, did he? lal 


© CLEVELAND BROWNS Improved line play (no sacks 
allowed) contributed to a shootout win over the Bengals, but 
QB Derek Anderson also exhibited a rocket arm and quick 
release. Anderson has limited mobility and sometimes 
forces passes, leading to interceptions. He also has struggled 
with his decision making in the past but was much better 
against the Bengals. If he maintains this performance level, 
the Browns won't need to rush Brady Quinn’s development. 
PROBLEM SPOT: Teams with strong running backs exploit 
the middle of the Browns’ mediocre line. Cleveland has no 
one in the middle who can regularly win a one-on-one bat- 
tle against the run, and the pass rush also is suspect from the 
tackles. —Steve Doerschuk 


PITTSBURGH STEELERS WR Santonio Holmes replaced 


BALTIMORE RAVENS s Ed Reed is off to a strong start, and 
the way he’ playing reflects his maturity. He is no longer 
gambling in an effort to make plays and instead is covering a 
lot of ground in the middle. He has become the team’s most 
sure tackler. ... TE Todd Heap is staying in to help block as 
the team breaks in two new tackles. But that can't last long. 
Heap is the Ravens’ best receiver, and they can't afford to un- 
deruse him. PROBLEM SPOT: Defenders seem lost in the pre- 
vent defense, unaware where other players are supposed to 
be. The Ravens were soft at the line of scrimmage last week- 
end, allowing Jets receivers to come off clean. With the Ra- 
vens’ pass rush, if defensive backs jam a receiver for at least a 
second, they likely will interrupt the play. —Mike Preston 


CINCINNATI BENGALS The defensive line and linebackers 


must do a better job of maintaining gap control to contain mae _— Cedrick Wilson as a starter and quickly developed into the 
the run. That will create more third-and-long situations, )> UNDER PRESSURE: With team’s big-play receiver because of his speed and ability to 
which will give the secondary more opportunities for inter- 1 Jonathan Ogden (toe) run after the catch. ... New C Sean Mahan is using his hands 


sidelined, the Ravens were effectively against linemen and is sustaining his blocks. 
forced to move RT Adam Mahan (6-3, 305) isn’t real big, but he’s athletic enough to 


aes get to the second tier and open holes for RB Willie Parker. 


ceptions. ... TE Reggie Kelly is one of the most important 
players on offense because he’s an outstanding blocker, un- 
derrated receiver and tremendous leader. PROBLEM SPOT: 


The special teams coverage units have been embarrassing. Yanda at right tackle. PROBLEM SPOT: Rookie OLB LaMarr Woodley, a converted 
K Shayne Graham and P Kyle Larson haven't done a good Yanda is tough, quick and defensive end, needs to gain a better understanding of the 
job with the height, depth and direction of their kicks. De- athletic, but he needs to defense. He was used as a pass-rush specialist in the pre- 
fenders are not staying in their lanes. They're converging on improve at picking up season, but coaches are reluctant to use him now. He played 
ballcarriers in a cluster, allowing blockers to seal off defend- blitzes. the second half against the Bills, but only because starter 
ers and form a wall for returners to exploit. —Chick Ludwig James Harrison was hurt. —Gerry Dulac 
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Come December, Houston will be in the playoff 
conversation. 

That conversation begins with coach Gary 
Kubiak and the offensive philosophy he brought 
from Denver after spending 11 years as Mike Sha- 
nahan’s offensive coordinator. The foundation is a 
strong running game, but it must be comple- 
mented by explosive plays in the passing game. 
And Kubiak, like Shanahan, is adept at producing 
big pass plays with formations that scream “run? 

A great example is the 77-yard touchdown pass 
from Matt Schaub to Andre Johnson in Week 1. It 
came out of a two-back, two-tight end package on 
first down; Johnson was the only wide receiver on 
the field. The Texans had running personnel in a 
running formation. The Chiefs’ defense responded 
accordingly, and Johnson got behind the second- 
ary for the touchdown. That's smart game-plan- 
ning. 

Schaub is impressive. He understands the tim- 
ing and rhythm of the passing game, makes quick, 
smart decisions and is accurate. He also gets the 
ball out quickly to the right receiver, which will 
make the Texans line, long ridiculed for its inabil- 


By Greg Cosell 


We ee ee dddddddddddddddddddddcddddidddisgisslale 


Looking for a playoff sleeper? Try Houston 


ity to protect David Carr, a better unit. You wont 
find the Texans near the bottom of the NFL rank- 
ings in sacks allowed anymore. 

The line has showed signs of being solid overall, 
and Ahman Greens skills have not deteriorated. 
He remains a strong downhill runner who attacks 
the line of scrimmage and keeps the offense out of 
long-yardage situations. The Texans now can fin- 
ish games by pounding the ball on the ground, a 
critical component to playoff contention. 

On defense, Houston starts three former first- 
round picks up front—end Mario Williams and 
tackles Amobi Okoye and Travis Johnson—and is 
demonstrating consistent improvement against 
the run. Williams, vilified a year ago because he 
wasnt Reggie Bush, will never be a quickness-and- 
speed pass rusher, but he is showing signs of play- 
ing with power and leverage. 

Dunta Robinson, another former first-round 
pick, is ready to emerge as an elite corner. He's 
physically tough, confident and has a short mem- 
ory, a must for the position. Each time I study 
Houston on film, Robinson flashes. And there's 
DeMeco Ryans, one of the few middle linebackers 


E So te \ 
Kubiak’s formations say run but his 
lips say pass, and Schaub is adept at 
carrying out his orders. 


who never comes off the field. 

The Texans remain a work in progress, but the 
foundation is there. Don't be surprised when they 
are playing meaningful games in December. 


Greg Cosel! of NFL Films analyzes coaching 
tape and is executive producer of State Farm NFL 
Matchup. 
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HOUSTON TEXANS Against Carolina, rookie DT Amobi 
Okoye had a breakout game rushing the passer. His weakness 
from the start has been his play against the run, butit is vastly 
improving. He is much better than the Texans expected him 
to be at this point. ... S Will Demps was signed on Septem- 
ber 11 and made an instant impact; he forced a fumble in 
Week 2. The key for him is to continue learning the defense 
and to improve against the run. PROBLEM SPOT: The team 
must find another receiver behind WR Andre Johnson, espe- 
cially now that he hasa sore knee. The Texans have spread the 
ball around a little to their running backs and tight ends, 
but WR Jacoby Jones or WR Kevin Walter must become a 
consistent option. —Megan Manfull 


INDIANAPOLIS COLTS With WLB Freddy Keiaho (elbow) 
sidelined, Tyjuan Hagler made his first career start last week. 
Hagler showed impressive mobility and flew to the football. 
He’ an ideal fit in coach Tony Dungy’s defense—a bit under- 
sized but quick. ... WR Reggie Wayne appears to be headed 
for another Pro Bowl season. Wayne is a tireless worker with 
great hands, the speed to get deep and good after-the-catch 
skills. PROBLEM SPOT: DT Booger McFarland’s season-ending 
knee injury left the team dependent on rookie Ed Johnson. At 
6-2, 296, he has the bulk to hold up against the run. Johnson 
also is quick enough to pursue plays that are run away from 
him. Even so, the team is counting on an undrafted rookie to 
start and to become a force. —Mike Chappell 
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> UNDER PRESSURE: 
Second-year Titans 
FS Calvin Lowry is a good 
athlete and a physical 
player, but he’s inexperi- 
enced and must do a better 
job of recognizing plays. He 
sometimes bites on run 
fakes and gets caught out 
of position. 


| 


JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS The secondary lacks a 


physical presence. New acquisition S Sammy Knight, 32, 
is the only sure tackler in the group. Rookie FS Reggie 
Nelson is considered more of a pass defender and SS Gerald 
Sensabaugh continues to miss too many tackles. ... Second- 
year DE Brent Hawkins has developed into one of the teams 
most effective pass rushers. Hes learning to play with bet- 
ter leverage and seems to have added more pass-rushing 
moves. PROBLEM SPOT: The team has scored on only one 
of five trips into the red zone. There is a lack of consistent 
playmakers at receiver—WR Dennis Northcutt is the only 
legitimate threat—and the team hasn't used its tight ends 
much down there. —Michael C. Wright 


TENNESSEE TITANS DT Corey Simon missed 20 months 


with an undisclosed medical problem before suiting up in 
Week 1, so the team is easing him back into action. As he 
builds up endurance and gets a better feel in the trenches, 
he should help the run defense. ... Rookie WR Chris Davis 
could end up being one of the team’s most dangerous weap- 
ons. He can run reverses in addition to catching passes and 
returning punts. Davis is shifty, and he has good hands and 
instincts. But he needs to get stronger to get off press cover- 
age easier. PROBLEM SPOT: QB Vince Young is erratic with 
his short throws, and he doesn't have a lot of chemistry with 
his receivers. It doesn't help that five of them are in their first 
year with the team. —Jim Wyatt 
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Scouting report 


Glenn Dorsey, DT, LSU > 6-1, 312 > 40 time: 4.95 


Strengths: Explosive, athletic and disruptive. Works hard on every 
play. Has good instincts and a quick burst off the snap; always is the first 
defensive lineman on the move. Can snap his hips, explode into block- 


ers and jolt them back 
toward the quarterback. Has 
quick hands and a quick 
arm-over moye. Can stack 
up linemen, hold his ground, 
shed blocks and make the 
tackle. Quick enough to get 
underneath reach blocks 
and fast enough to chase 
down ballcarriers. 

Weaknesses: Lacks ideal 
height and the long arms to 
compensate. Not always 
aggressive. Blockers can get 
their hands on him and tie 
him up. Does not always use 
his hands to protect his legs 
from cut blocks. 

Bottom line: Always 
tough and competitive, Dor- 


sey is a disruptive force who can consistently blow up plays in the back- 
field. Look for him to be drafted in the first round and make an instant 


impact in 2008. —War Room scouts 


-AFCWEST _ 


DENVER BRONCOS Denver is using RB Travis Henry as a 
check-off option as well as a target on screens and shovel 
passes, The Bills and Titans didn’t use him that way because 
he was replaced on most third downs, but he is an every- 
down back with the Broncos. He has decent hands and is 
dangerous in the open field. ... Nate Jackson has moved 
ahead of Tony Scheffler in two-tight end formations. Jack- 
son has excellent hands and a high motor. PROBLEM SPOT: 
After cracking 440 yards in each of its two wins, Denver has 
only 38 points to show for it and must produce closer to the 
goal line. The running backs have been unable to seal the 
deal inside the 10, and ill-timed penalties have hurt as Den- 
ver has approached the red zone. —Lee Rasizer 


KANSAS CITY CHIEFS The time is right to make the switch 
from QB Damon Huard to Brodie Croyle. The lousy start isn't 
Huard’s fault, but Croyle has superior passing skills and that 
should help the Chiefs stretch the field a little more. Croyle’s 
presence could force some defenses to back off their pres- 
sure in the box and open holes for RB Larry Johnson. Croyle 
will make mistakes, but the payoff should come in a more 
balanced offense. PROBLEM SPOT: A hamstring injury to 
WR Eddie Kennison hurts. But there is hope: WRs Dwayne 
Bowe and Jeff Webb have shown promise. They just need to 
step up. Bowe has good hands and the athleticism to out- 
jump defenders. Webb can make the tough catch in traffic 
but won't make many big plays. —Adam Teicher 


Don't get bogged 
down with USC 
QB John David 
Booty’s stats. He 
makes good deci- 
sions, gets rid of 
the ball quickly and accurately 
and doesnt force passes into bad 
spots. He also shows athleticism 
by making strong and accurate 
throws on the move. He is one of 
the top quarterback prospects. 
> Boston College OT Gosder 
Cherilus (6-7, 319) is huge and 
has great feet and athleticism. 
Cherilus is able to slide and adjust 
much better than most big 
linemen. > Florida WR Andre 
Caldwell started slowly last 
season while coming back from a 
broken leg in 2005. Now, he’s out 
two to four weeks with a knee 
injury. He was the No. 2 senior 
wideout in the upcoming draft 
class entering this season, but 
he'll need to finish strong to end 


1} By War Room scouts 


up there come 
April. > RB Mike 
Hart has carried 
Michigan's offense 
in the first three 
games; he has 
shown strength, toughness and 
tackle-breaking ability that NFL 
teams had concerns about going 
into the season. Now he needs to 
stay healthy while continuing to 
produce at a high level to be 
among the top senior running 
backs in the 2008 draft. > Clem- 
son OT Barry Richardson has an 
uncommon combination of nat- 
ural strength and quick feet but is 
somewhat of a ’tweener. He has 
the size (6-7, 330), athleticism 
and strength ideal for a guard, 
but plays with the finesse of a 
tackle. He has to be more aggres- 
sive with his hands, keep his body 
over his feet better and more 
consistently eliminate the man 
he is blocking from the play. 


Get the latest draft analysis and rankings by subscribing 
to Pro Football War Room at sportingnews.com/nfl. 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS The team is spending extra time with 


rookie QB JaMarcus Russell to get him up to speed with the 
offense and into proper condition. Even so, he likely won't 
play this year unless Josh McCown or Daunte Culpepper 
gets hurt or the Raiders fall out of contention. ... RB LaMont 
Jordan ran hard and decisively in the first two games. He 
likely will remain the starter when Dominic Rhodes returns 
from his four-game suspension. ... DE Chris Clemons has 
been a nice pass-rush complement to Derrick Burgess. 
PROBLEM SPOT: Sebastian Janikowski’s kicking is a con- 
cern. He missed all three of his field goal tries in the opener 
and a 52-yarder that would have beaten Denver last week. 
He has leg strength but lacks consistency. —Steve Corkran 


SAN DIEGO CHARGERS Using Ryon Bingham and Jacques 
Cesaire in the line rotation more frequently should keep 
DE Igor Olshansky and DT Jamal Williams fresh. Bingham 
is a converted tackle who has improved his speed. Cesaire is a 
good technician who can play all three line positions. ... At295 
pounds, C Nick Hardwick is undersized, but he does a good 
job of getting leverage. His athleticism makes him a good fit 
in the team’s fluid blocking schemes. PROBLEM SPOT: Keep- 
ing the safeties deep cuts down big plays, but the corners play 
off the line, which makes the Chargers vulnerable to quick hits. 
It will only get more difficult in the next two games, when the 
team will have to deal with Packers QB Brett Favre and Chiefs 
TE Tony Gonzalez on intermediate routes. —Kevin Acee 
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is 


thing that’s going to be bothersome for the rest of 
his career. Its unfortunate for him and the Eagles 
because he is just scratching the surface of how 
good he could be. ... I don’t think DeMeco Ryans’ 
first season was beginner's luck. He's got a chance 
to become one of the better linebackers in the 
league down in Houston. What makes him kind of 
special is he’s an every-down player. The thing he 
can work on is controlling his aggressiveness. At 
times last year, he played out of control in space. ... 


I 


underrated. The whole Packers defensive line is 
underrated. I don’t think many people know they 
led the NEC in sacks last season. ... The Patriots’ 
secondary is young, and their defensive front is 
big. Where they're going to have problems is at 


Observations and opinions from 
two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


At the end of last season, we had Shawn Andrews 
ranked as one of the top three guards in the league. 
When healthy, he is a monster. What I'm hearing 


SCOUTS VIEWS 


that he has a serious ankle injury and it’s some- 


like Cullen Jenkins a lot, and I think he’s very 


linebacker. Their linebackers are old, and they 


struggle running. ... Adam Archuleta is a good fit 
for the Bears as far as being an athlete and being 
smart. It’s just, can his body hold up? If you look at 


NEC <a 


D 


ALLAS COWBOYS The team has established the kind of 
offensive balance that makes coordinator Jason Garrett hap- 
py. The key is QB Tony Romo, who has six touchdown passes 
and one interception. Most important, he’s not turning the 
ball over. ... LG Kyle Kosier must play with good leverage 
because when he gets too high, he loses power and defensive 
tackles walk him into the backfield and disrupt plays. He has 
good feet and does a good job of getting to the second level 
and making blocks on linebackers. PROBLEM SPOT: Wade 
Phillips is supposed to be among the best defensive coaches 
at generating pressure on quarterbacks. But the Cowboys 
have struggled in that area so far—even though they've been 
stunting and blitzing more than ever. —Jean-Jacques Taylor 


NEW YORK GIANTS RB Denick Ward, who made the roster 


48. 


largely because of his special teams work, started in Week 2 
after RB Brandon Jacobs (knee) went down and Reuben 
Droughns was needed as a fill-in fullback. Ward has more 
wiggle in his running style than the team expected and 
above-average leg power. ... Placing DT William Joseph on 
injured reserve enabled the team to rid itself of a player who 
never lived up to his first-round (2003) hype. The move also 
shows the clubs continuing inability to find capable defen- 
sive tackles. PROBLEM SPOT: The secondary has no gifted 
ballhawks and a glaring lack of speed. Players are on the 
downside of their careers or not ready for prime time (first- 
rounder Aaron Ross). —Paul Schwartz 
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the last three or four years, he’s kind of been dinged 
up. ... David Diehl is a try-hard guy, a blue-collar 
guy. He'll give you everything he has. I think he’s a 


> UNDER PRESSURE: The 
Cowboys need rookie 
OLB Anthony Spe to 
be a pass-rush threat on 
the edge to keep defenses 
from focusing heavily on 
OLB DeMarcus Ware. 
Spencer has an excellent 
first step, but he’s thinking 
too much, which slows him 
down. 


= 


Calling Rice a 
legitimate No. 1 
receiver is a stretch. 


very good guard, but I dont 
think he has the feet and 
the body control to play left 
tackle for the Giants. He's 
going to struggle with ath- 
letic speed rushers off the 
edge. ... Terdell Sands is a 
run stopper, a block-eater. 
He’s got size and strength, 
but hes a limited pass 
rusher. The Raiders move 
him around and put him in 
places where he can be pro- 
ductive. ... The Vikings are 
going to struggle on 
offense. I don't think they 
have a legit No. 1 receiver. 
Sidney Rice, over time, can 
bea good player, but I don't 
think he’s going to be feared 
by anybody right now. ... 
Wade Phillips has a great 
demeanor and an ability to interact with players. 
He is very levelheaded. If you can’t play for Wade, 
you cant play for anybody. 


PHILADELPHIA EAGLES C Jamaal Jackson is developing 
into one of the team’s top linemen. Jackson overpowers op- 
ponents in the running game and is stout in pass protection. 
He also has become adept at making all of the line calls. ... 
New SLB Chris Gocong has good size (6-2, 263) and bet- 
ter than average speed, which is why the coaches think he'll 
match up well against most tight ends. He is still learning 
the position after playing end in college. PROBLEM SPOT: 
The run defense was a big problem last season, but the early 
signs have been favorable. Young DTs Mike Patterson and 
Brodrick Bunkley have held up well, and new MLB Omar 
Gaither has been strong. If the tackles continue to play well, 
it will make a huge difference in the defense. —Mark Eckel 


WASHINGTON REDSKINS TE Chris Cooley has a major 


impact on the passing game, even when he doesn't make 
a catch. Defenses have to be aware of him on every snap, 
and when he heads down the seam or runs a route across 
the middle, he often takes a safety with him. That opens 
things for the wideouts. ... The addition of WR Reche 
Caldwell means Brandon Lloyd will have to produce in a big 
way to remain the No. 3. PROBLEM SPOT: The red zone 
offense is a concern. The Redskins can't afford to settle for 
field goals; it will catch up with them eventually. They have 
good backs for a goal-line running game, but injuries have 
shaken up the line. Once it is more settled, the red zone 
offense likely will improve. —Paul Woody 
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Troy Aikman and co-host 
Brad Sham highlight 
the weekend's top NFL 
match-ups with 

“ _ analysis of games, 

___ Strategy breakdowns 
and interviews with the 
biggest names in 
football. Tune in each - 
week for the latest 

news from the locker ee 
rooms and front offices. | 
around the league. 
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Also, check out 
Troy’s column 

throughout the 
football season 
in Sporting News 
Magazine. 
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Listen on the Sporting News Radio affiliate nearest you or online at http://radio.sportingnews.com ‘ 


For in-depth analysis of every game, 
he every week, subscribe to Pro Football 
War Room at sportingnews.com/nfl. 


FORECAST 


San Diego at Green Bay. Although the Packers’ 
young defense is improving, their offense will struggle 
to outscore the Chargers. LaDainian Tomlinson and 
Antonio Gates will make big plays, and Brett Favre 
and his limited cast of playmakers won't connect 
downfield enough to keep up. Chargers 20, 
Packers 16. 

San Francisco at Pittsburgh. The Steelers will use a 
strong running game from Willie Parker to control the 
49ers’ 3-4 defense. And after the Niners have to 
commit extra defenders to the run, they will be 
exploited downfield by Ben Roethlisberger. Once the 
Steelers have the lead, their confusing defense will 
get the best of Alex Smith. Steelers 23, 49ers 13. 
Cincinnati at Seattle. With the matchups of Shaun 
Alexander against Cincinnati's front seven and Carson 
Palmer against Seattle’s secondary, this will be a 
shootout. In the end, the Bengals will win because they 
have better receivers and can wear down Seattle with 
Rudi Johnson. Bengals 30, Seahawks 27. 

Dallas at Chicago. The Bears will use their speed and 
toughness on defense to slow down the Cowboys’ 
playmakers—and Rex Grossman will have some success 
going deep against Dallas’ secondary. Tony Romo will 
keep the Cowboys in it, but the Bears will hold on. 

Bears 20, Cowboys 17. —Vinnie lyer 


Streaking is popular 
in the AFC West 


When the Lions shocked the world by moving to 
2-0 last week, they also ended a 10-game losing 
streak against Minnesota—the longest streak 
among division rivals in the league. It's no surprise 
that three of the longest current winning streaks 
among division opponents involve the AFC West 
because the Raiders haven't won a division game 
since 2004. 


Steelers over Browns | 


Chargers over Raiders (~% 


Patriots over Bills 


AIDERS 


_NFC 


CHICAGO BEARS Despite off-field distractions, WLB Lance 
Briggs has remained a sideline-to-sideline force. He's also 
getting more involved in the pass-rush scheme. ... Anthony 
Adams (6-0, 300) isn’t a prototypical Bears defensive tackle, 
but with Dusty Dvoracek (knee) out, Adams has an impor- 
tant role-in the rotation. He doesn't get great penetration 
in the one-gap scheme, but he’s an effective run stopper. 
PROBLEM SPOT: Hopes for an offensive renaissance fade 
with every game QB Rex Grossman fails to get the ball into the 
hands of playmakers like WR Bemard Berrian. WR Muhsin 
Muhammad, 34, is looking his age, Devin Hester hasn't touched 
the ball as a receiver, and TE Greg Olsen has been injured. Its 
the same ol Bears, and that isn’t enough. —Brad Biggs 


DETROIT LIONS RB Kevin Jones (foot) is expected to make 
his season debut against the Eagles. His playing time will 
depend largely on his stamina. The Lions hope to get him 
about a dozen snaps, but that number could rise significantly. 
... WR Shaun McDonald is playing so well that he has kept 
rookie Calvin Johnson from settling in as the No. 3 receiver 
behind Roy Williams and Mike Furrey. McDonald knows the 
offense well and uses his speed to get open and his quickness 
to slip tackles. PROBLEM SPOT: The team struggles to score 
touchdowns in the red zone, mostly because it hasn't had a 
running threat and teams do a better job of locking down 
on receivers on a short field. The Lions are forcing too many 
passes in that area. —Tom Kowalski 
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}> UNDER PRESSURE: 
Lions DIs Shaun Rogers 
and Cory Redding are less 
than 100 percent, so 
backup § must 
step up his game—and his 
interception last week was 
a good start. Cody is strong 
and has a quick first step 
but doesn't take advantage 
of that often enough. 


GREEN BAY PACKERS The offensive line is a concern. One 


Aa? 


Broncos over Raiders 


week it’s giving up too many hits on QB Brett Favre and the 
next it’s letting the running backs get hit in the backfield. 
RG Jason Spitz has been replaced by athletic Junius Coston, 
but Spitz wasn't alone in not playing well. LT Chad Clifton is 
off to a slow start and needs to pick up his game, especially 
in the running attack. PROBLEM SPOT: The receiver posi- 
tion is thin. Greg Jennings (hamstring) hasn't played, and 
Carlyle Holiday (knee) is out for the season. The club hopes 
to get Koren Robinson (suspension) back in mid-October, 
but even if reinstated he will need time to get back into foot- 
ball condition. Rookie James Jones is developing but not 
fast enough to fill Jennings’ shoes. —Tom Silverstein 


MINNESOTA VIKINGS QB Tarvaris Jackson rushes throws 
routinely against the blitz and has a disturbing lack of accu- 
racy on deep passes. Neither Jackson nor Brooks Bollinger is 
ready to be an NEL starter, and Kelly Holcomb was acquired 
too late in the preseason to be of much help. ... FS Darren 
Sharper has proved adept at making interceptions along the 
sideline and keeping both feet in bounds, a skill that takes 
receivers years to learn. PROBLEM SPOT: The offensive line 
has been inconsistent and plagued by penalties. RT Ryan 
Cook, previously a center, is getting called regularly for false 
starts. Even Pro Bowl LG Steve Hutchinson has fallen victim 
to false starts, and LT Bryant McKinnie still looks like a poor 
fit in a zone-blocking scheme. —Kevin Seifert 
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BOB LEVERONE / SN (2) 


WEEK 3 
MATCHUPS 


by War Room Scouts 


Reggie 
Bush 
RB, Saints 


OLB, Titans 


Keith 
Bulluck 


ne 


The Titans will use zone schemes to control Bush in the passing game. 
Bulluck has the strength and athleticism to direct Bush toward defensive 
help on the outside. In the running game, Bulluck and his fellow linebackers 
should fill the cutback lanes, forcing Bush to stop and start his runs. But if 
they attack the line, Bush will find holes for big gains. Advantage: Even. 


Cowboys TE Jason Witten vs. 
Bears LBs Brian Urlacher and 
Hunter Hillenmeyer. Urlacher has 
the speed to stay with Witten down 
the vertical seam. But when Witten 
runs quick outs underneath a 
receiver on a go route, Hillenmeyer 
will pick him up, and that could be 
a problem for the Bears. Hillen- 
meyer struggled against TE Antonio 


. Gates in Week 1. Witten’s range 


and versatility pose a challenge for 
a defense in which the linebackers 


are asked to cover so much ground. 


Broncos C Tom Nalen vs. 
Jaguars DT Marcus Stroud. 
Nalen, though undersized, has had 
his share of success against large 
defenders, but Stroud is a load—a 
powerful run stuffer who is quick in 
penetration. Nalen’s best strategy 
is to cut Stroud and take out his 
legs. Stroud does a good job of 
playing with his hands in the 
trenches, a skill he'll need to keep 
Nalen away from his body. Stroud’s 
quickness and hands will be the 
difference in this matchup. 
Advantage: Stroud. 


ennPO\ cots P Hunter Smith 


Beware of this guy in the locker room: Peyton Manning. Yep. He's the hid- 

den prankster. You name it. Through the years, we've had all kinds of things: 
- heat in the jock, comb in the toilet. 

Most wired: Tight ends coach Ricky Thomas. No question about it. He runs 

around the locker room barking like a dog. Just real intense; 

Huddle moment: I warmup kick, and one time I accidentally kicked dirt in 

long snapper Justin Snow’s eye. We're out there in the huddle trying to give 

him time to get the dirt out of his eye. 

Player | most hate to play 

against: Ed Reed. He's just so 

good coming off the edge. If 

you don't account for him, he'll 

make you pay. 

Can’t-miss weekly dining tra- 

dition: Me and my wife. Mis- 

sissippi Belle. Soul food restau- 

rant. 54th and Keystone. Best 

food in Indianapolis. 

Worst thing I’ve seen in a 

pileup: Me. 

Unique hobby: Rob Morris is 

a photographer. Really good. 

Really artistic. Has an eye for 

texture and color. 

My body on Monday morn- 

ing: Fresh. Real fresh. 


Advantage: Witten. 


More matchups: sportingnews.com/nfl/warroom, 
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ATLANTA FALCONS Rookie Chris Houston, who has been 
used in penny packages, replaced CB Lewis Sanders late in 
the Jacksonville game. Sanders is a sure tackler but doesn't 
run well enough to cover man-to-man. Houston has great 
speed but still has plenty to learn. ... Through two games, 
the club was on pace to yield 104 sacks, which would tie the 
NFL record. The line hasn't been able to sustain a pocket, 
and QB Joey Harrington is holding onto the ball too long. 
PROBLEM SPOT: Harrington clearly hasn't measured up as 
Michael Vick’s successor. Backup Chris Redman, who hasn't 
played in a league game since 2003, is on deck. Shockingly, 
the club hasn't shown interest in Byron Leftwich, who was 
released by the Jaguars. —D. Orlando Ledbetter 


CAROLINA PANTHERS WR Steve Smith is the teams 
only dangerous offensive player—and opponents know it. 
WRs Drew Carter and Keary Colbert don't get open regularly, 
and the running game lacks consistency. Teams don't have to 
putan extra man in the boxto stop therun, which allows them 
to double-team Smith. ... KR Nick Goings has limited speed 
and isn't a threat to break a long one. The team needs to let 
rookie PR Ryne Robinson return kicks, too. PROBLEM SPOT: 
CB Ken Lucas is inconsistent. At times, he covers like a shut- 
down corner. Other times, he gets exposed in coverage. His 
tackling ability also can cause problems because he often 
lines up off receivers, who can get by him and turn short 
gains into big plays. —Pat Yasinskas 


"NEW ORLEANS SAINTS Part of the offense’s unexpected 


> UNDER PRESSURE: The 
Bucs need RB Cadillac 
Williams to be the '05 
Cadillac or the offense 
won't work. If healthy, he 
has the ability to make 
tacklers miss and break 
long runs. But injuries 
continue to prevent him 
from playing at a high level. 


struggles is overconfidence. The Saints expected to turn the 
offense on with the flip of a switch. They've been impatient 
and tried to force big plays. Don't expect the slump to last. 
... WR Marques Colston is one of the few offensive players 
not struggling. He added about 10 pounds of muscle with- 
out losing any speed. PROBLEM SPOT: For two years, the 
Saints have been burned repeatedly by the deep ball. They 
are especially vulnerable against the league's fastest and most 
dynamic receivers. In Week 1, CB Jason David got torched. 
In Week 2, the Bucs exploited the Saints’ nickel defense. The 
Saints should fare better against Tennessee this week. The 
Titans’ deep passing attack isn't polished. —Mike Triplett 


TAMPA BAY BUCCANEEERS Rookie Gaines Adams’ lack 
of progress has allowed Greg Spires to take over as the 
starter at right end. Spires doesn't have elite pass-rush skills 
but can get to the quarterback if he isn’t double-teamed. 
Spires seldom is caught out of position and does a good 
job against the run if the play doesn’t come right at him. 
PROBLEM SPOT: The young offensive line showed improve- 
ment in the win over the Saints. QB Jeff Garcia wasn’t sacked 
and had time to complete two touchdown passes to WR Joey 
Galloway. Now, the line has a chance to build more confi- 
dence against a so-so Rams front. If the line has a relapse, 
the team might need to use a back more in protection and 
design more rollouts for Garcia. —Roy Cummings 
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ARIZONA CARDINALS RB Edgerrin James knows how 


hard former Colts teammate Peyton Manning prepares, and 
he’s passing that on to QB Matt Leinart. After a tough first 
game, Leinart spent more time in the classroom and stayed 
late at practice. ... Moving Karlos Dansby from outside line- 
backer in a 4-3 to inside in a 3-4 is paying off. He has been 
excellent against the run and the pass. PROBLEM SPOT: The 
loss of C Al Johnson (knee) is creating challenges. His re- 
placement, undrafted rookie Lyle Sendlein, is talented but 
cant replace Johnson’s experience. Second-year RG Deuce 
Lutui and rookie RT Levi Brown benefit from having a veter- 
an center. The club picked up Chukky Okobi in case Johnson 
is out for more than another week or so. —Kent Somers 


ST. LOUIS RAMS Rookie DT Clifton Ryan looks like a fifth- 


round steal. Ryan has embraced the blue-collar mentality nec- 
essary to play nose tackle, and he has showed surprising pop 
off the line and unexpected prowess as a pass rusher. ... Lenny 
Walls replaced CB Tye Hill (back), who is out for a month or 
so. The Rams need more pass-rush pressure to help a depleted 
corner unit, PROBLEM SPOT: With LT Orlando Pace lost for 
the season, Alex Barron must make a smooth transition from 
right to left tackle. Barron has the athleticism if not the bulk 
Pace offers as a run blocker. A bigger problem will be the right 
side, where career guard Milford Brown is starting. Brown plays 
with attitude and is a good run blocker, but he doesn’t have the 
physical tools to handle speed rushers. —Jim Thomas 
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> UNDER PRESSURE: After 
winning his camp battle 
against Kwame Harris, 
49ers rookie RT J 
must produce to stay on 
the field. Staley shows 
tenacity and quickness as a 
pass blocker but needs to 
get stronger and stay low 
more consistently as a run 
blocker. 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS Free-agent pickup Nate Clements 


is living up to his billing as a shutdown corner. He plays the 
position aggressively and finishes every play—a quality that 
was crucial last week when he raced back to punch the ball 
out of Rams WR Torry Holt’s hands for a fumble. Clements’ 
ability to single up on elite receivers allows the 49ers to blitz 
more. PROBLEM SPOT: QB Alex Smith and new coordina- 
tor Jim Hostler are still working on developing a more ef- 
ficient relationship. Smith hasn't been able to get the ball 
downfield consistently, which has prevented the team from 
exploiting defenses crowding the line to stop RB Frank Gore. 
Smith needs to be put in position to take better advantage of 
his mobility and arm strength. —Dennis Georgatos 


SEATTLE SEAHAWKS Second-year RE Danyl Tapp’s rapid 


development led the team to trade Bryce Fisher. With good 
quickness and relentlessness, Tapp can be an effective pass 
rusher. But because he is undersized (6-1, 265), he has prob- 
lems when teams run right at him. ... The defense had bet- 
ter cure the problems it had against Arizona—no pass rush, 
a step slow in the secondary—because the Bengals are up 
next. PROBLEM SPOT: The team continues to have trouble 
on third down; so far, it has converted 8-of-25 (32.0 percent). 
Among the reasons: QB Matt Hasselbeck has missed open 
receivers, the line has failed to provide RB Shaun Alexander 
room to run—even on third-and-1—and the team has faced 
too many third-and-long situations. —Clare Farnsworth 
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TED ©. WARKEN / AP 


Lofa Tatupu isn’t Brian Urlacher, but he’s close. 
He’ versatile, he’s disruptive, he’s fast, he’s strong, 
he’s smart—and he’s one of the three best middle 
linebackers in the league, behind Urlacher and 
maybe Ray Lewis. Nobody else. 

It starts inside the helmet: He prepares like a 
quarterback, studying film and the playbook until 
Seattles schemes and opponents’ tendencies 
become second nature. I've done seven Seahawks 
games for FOX since Tatupu was a rookie in 2005, 
and I have yet to'see him without his playbook 
under his arm. He has become the quarterback of 
Seattle’s vastly improved defense, communicating 
all the signals and checks to get his teammates in 
the right spots. That isn't easy when you're playing 
in the league's noisiest stadium—and it’s loudest 
when the Seahawks are on defense. 

All this knowledge allows Tatupu to play with 
great anticipation. He has.a phenomenal ability to 
slide through traffic without letting blockers tie 
him up because he has such a feel for where the 
play is going. Tatupu wants to make every tackle, 
like Dennis Rodman wanted every rebound, and 
when he gets to the ballcarrier he packs a wallop. 

Its in the passing game, though, that Tatupu is 
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Tatupu is one of the best middle linebackers 
in the league—and he’s just a kid. 

most like Urlacher. Remember those times last 
season when Urlacher made incredible plays on 
the ball in coverage, coming out of nowhere to slap 
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away a pass 25 yards downfield? Few linebackers 
can do that—but Tatupu can. The Seahawks run 
him down the deep middle of the field quite often, 
using him almost like a safety in a cover 3 defense. 
He gets incredible drops that allow him to cover 
the slot receiver or a tight end down the seam. 
And, like Urlacher, he can make plays when the 
ball is in the air, deflecting passes and making 
interceptions (five in his career). That’s a huge help 
to Seattle's cornerbacks, who have a smaller area to 
cover with Tatupu taking the middle. 

Tatupu has started every game in his career, 
leading the Seahawks in tackles and earning a Pro 
Bowl berth each of the past two seasons. He has 
been to the playoffs twice, including a trip to the 
Super Bowl as a rookie. He's 24, but he already has 
accomplished more in two years than most guys 
do ina dozen. 

Get used to it because Tatupu is just warming 


up. 


Brian Baldinger, an offensive lineman for 12 NFL 
seasons, can be heard on Sporting News Radio 
and seen on FOX Sports and NFL Network. Listen 


online at radio.sportingnews.com. 
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Patience and hard work are paying off for Pistons forward Amir Johnson. 


NBDL: Nice, 


balanced 


development 


can be 
lucrative 


By Sean Deveney 
sdeveney @ sportingnews.com 


met Amir Johnson for breakfast at Tempo 
Cafe in Chicago earlier this month, deter- 
mined to decipher one of the summer's great 
mysteries; How Johnson—a baby-faced 
20-year-old—wrangled a three-year, $12 mil- 


lion deal out of the Pistons. 


This is a great mystery because the free-agent 
market has been brutal. Money is tight. And what 


Blues brothers 


has Johnson done to earn $12 mil? 
He has played in 11 NBA games in 
two years, spending far more games 
ina suit than suited up. His averages: 
6.1 points and 3.7 rebounds. 

But the Pistons ignored his scant 
resume, They focused, instead, on his 
future. He is 6-9 with a 7-foot wing- 
span, and he’s an outstanding athlete. 
He was dominant in the D-League 
last year and impressed the Pistons 
by requesting to be sent down so he 
could get playing time. He averaged 
18.9 points, 9.7 rebounds and 3.1 
blocks in 22 games with Sioux Falls. 
And the Skyforce was 17-5 in those 
games (13-15 without him). 


a E 
Johnson’s athleticism is just one thing to like. 


Good fortune like Johnson’s was a rarity for restricted free 
agents on the market: Only 10 of 41 such players had 
signed as of mid-September. A handful of useful players are 
having a surprising amount of trouble getting new deals. 

G Charlie Bell. Unable to get a satisfactory offer from 
Milwaukee, he is threatening to go to Greece. 

G/F Sasha Pavlovic. Cleveland is being tight with payroll 
to avoid paying the luxury tax. Still, both sides want a 
long-term deal. 

G/F Mickael Pietrus. The Warriors don’t necessarily want 
him back. A sign-and-trade is likely, but the team won't just 
give him away. 

F/C Anderson Varejao. He's facing the same tough 
situation as Pavlovic in Cleveland. He might take a one-year 
offer, then leave the Cavs next season. 


This year should be the unveiling of a player 
whose career has so far been marked by the 
dreaded NBA acronym, DNP-CD (“Did 
not play—coach’s decision’). “I am going 
to play? Johnson says. “Joe Dumars tells 
me constantly, “This is your year. There 
will be no DNPs this year?” 

But, even without Chris Webber, the 
team has a loaded power rotation with 
Rasheed Wallace, Antonio McDyess, 
Jason Maxiell and Nazr Mohammed. “T 
don’t know how it is going to happen,’ 
Johnson says. “But I know I am going to 
get a chance. I know I am going to get 
some minutes behind someone. I think I 
showed what I can do in the D-League?’ 

Ina way, Johnson's D-League time led to 
his oversized contract (players and agents 
who resist NBDL assignments should take 
note). He had been a well-kept secret, a 
Pistons practice wonder. He was the 56th 
pick of the 2005 draft, the final straight- 
from-high-school player to be drafted. 
(‘Y'ma trivia question; Johnson jokes.) But 
in Sioux Falls, he was no longer a secret. 

When the summer began, according 
to Johnson's agent, several teams thought, 
because of Johnson's limited playing time, 
they had a shot at stealing him. There was 
actually discussion with one team for a 
four-year deal in the $12 million range. 

But this is where Dumars, the Pistons’ president 
of basketball operations, stepped in with the three- 
year, $12 million offer. He could have played hard- 
ball with Johnson, as many teams are now doing 
with their restricted free agents. He might have 
saved the Pistons a few bucks if he had. 

“There’s a time and place for hardball negotia- 
tions? Dumars says, “and there’ a time and place 
to get a deal done and show a young, promising 
player that you're committed to him.’ 

Now, Johnson says, he'll reward his team. “They 
have treated me like a son all along,” Johnson says. 
“But now, it’s like they’re telling me it’s time to 
grow up. I'm not the son, I'ma brother now.’ SN 


Training camp will be here before you 
h know it. Make sure you're ready at 
sportingnews.com. 


First-round picks from the 2004 draft are eligible to sign new 
contracts that will kick in for the 2008-09 season. This could 
be the source of some stress for the Bulls, who selected 
SG Ben Gordon and SF Luol Deng in ’04 and now will have to 
give them raises. The extension market has already been set 
pretty high. Gordon will want something in the range of 


deal has been completed yet. Charlotte knows that Okafor is 
the team’s cornerstone, but the concern is overpaying for a 
player who has missed 80 games in his first three seasons. 

Kudos to Suns PG Steve Nash and Rockets C Yao Ming, 
who organized the first Nash vs. Yao showdown in Beijing 
last week. Nash took a team of NBA players—including 


Kings SG Kevin Martin’s contract (five years, $55 million) and changed 
agents to help him get it. Deng, who looks like a future All-Star, should get 
even more. > Bobcats C Emeka Okafor is also seeking an extension, but no 


PG Baron Davis, SF Tayshaun Prince and SF Carmelo Anthony—to play against 
Yao and the Chinese national team as a way of raising money for three orga- 
nizations helping children in China. The event raised about $1 million. 
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The loss of a recruiter won't be the undoing of Bruce Weber's program. 


lilinois can win without 
stars—if it has a plan 


By Mike DeCourcy 


decourcy @sportingnews.com 


t was not broadcast on SportsCenter. It 
did not make national headlines. The 
news was spread in small type at the 
back of the sports section. It was one 
simple item under “Transactions” 

No, make that two. 


UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS: An- 
nounced the resignation of assistant 
basketball coach Tracy Webster. 


UNIVERSITY OF KENTUCKY: 
Announced the hiring of Tracy Web- 
" ster as assistant basketball coach. 


It was a much bigger deal on the Inter- 
net. Too big a deal, perhaps. 

In Illinois, it was viewed as another 
recruiting disaster for coach Bruce Weber, a 
fairly big winner in Big Ten arenas who 
hasn't done as well over Midwestern coffee tables. 

In Kentucky, it was viewed as a coup. That's 
because Wildcats fans who had grown weary of 
Tubby Smith recruiting as though he were Bruce 
Weber are applauding every move Billy Gillispie 
makes. 


Weber and the Illini could take a hit initially if they lose 
players Webster (left) was recruiting. 


Weber is looking for a replacement who will pro- 
vide youth and energy and enhance the program’ in- 
state ties. What Weber really needs is an understand- 
ing of what his recruiting approach is likely to yield. 
He has not operated as eagerly as some opponnents in 
the NCAA gray areas and, according to several con- 

nected to the recruiting business, 


The reality, as it usually is in such If Webster had has not been comfortable cozying 
cases, is somewhere in between. regularly been up to powerful AAU coaches, It’s 
Webster is a talented assistant landing McDonald’s _ difficult to land the most coveted 
coach and will do a terrific job for All Americans, players without playing ball in one 


Gillispie, whose superiority asa closer 
means Kentucky will sign more of 
the prospects Webster is assigned to 
recruit. 

Illinois is not going to collapse 
because it lost an assistant coach. The program has 
issues but is not in chaos. The Illini and Weber need 
to construct a more coherent plan for their future far 
more than they need any particular staff member. 

Webster's departure from Illinois certainly is 
inconvenient. He was working on prospects whose 
recruitment must be reassigned or surrendered only 
two months before the early signing period. But, let’s 
be honest: If Webster had regularly been landing 
McDonald's All Americans, no one would be criti- 
cizing Illinois’ recruiting. 


no one would be 
criticizing Illinois’ 
recruiting. 


or both of these venues. 

You can win without high-level 
talent—but only if you plan for it. 
Wisconsin joined the Big Ten elite 
with players ideally suited to Bo 
Ryan’s system but not so lauded by recruiting ana- 
lysts. Pitt became the Big East's most consistent pro- 
gram this decade because it recruited toughness and 
redshirted young prospects. The Panthers have not 
brought in a McDonald's All American, nor have 
they sent out a first-round NBA pick. 

These teams’ successes should be the model for 
Weber’ Illinois. No one is going to win an NCAA 
championship without star players, but no one is 
going to lose his job by finishing in the Big Ten’s first 
division every year. SN 


Michigan State expects it will need to 
bring its freshmen along quickly if it’s 
going to compete with the elite teams. 
However, PG Kalin Lucas, SG Chris 
Allen and SG Durrell Summers will be 
stacked on top of vets Drew Neitzel, 
Travis Walton, Raymar Morgan and 
possibly Isaiah Dahiman. To make use 
of that glut, the Spartans plan to push 
the pace more frequently and use 
Morgan in the hybrid small forward/ 
power forward role that former Spar- 
tan Alan Anderson filled. Allen 
impressed observers during the sum- 
mer with his pure scoring ability, but 
Lucas has been the quickest to pick up 
material presented by the coaches in 
skill workouts. > SG Tim Moris was 
Washington’ second-best player on its 
five-game tour of Greece. That's both 
good and bad. It means Morris is 
ready to contribute after sitting out a 
year following his transfer from 
Stanford. It also means SF Quincy 
Pondexter and PG Justin Dentmon, 
who both must excel for UW to chal- 
lenge in the deep Pac-10, could have 
played better. > After PF Kosta 
Koufos’ performance for Greece in the 
U-18 European Championships, Ohio 
State is recruiting as though Koufos 
will be another one-and-done Buck- 
eye. OSU had a commitment in the 
spring from rugged PF Luke Babbitt of 
Reno, Nev., but he reconsidered and 
committed to Nevada. The Buckeyes 
are expecting a visit this week from | 
6-8 Kevin Jones of Mt. Vernon, N.Y. 


‘G| BLOG ALERT | —— 


Florida is not trying to 
win three in a row. Florida 
is trying to survive? 


Mike DeCourcy says the Gators will be 
long gone by the final Monday in 2008. Tell 
him if he’s on target at sportingnews.com. 
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EXP@SURE Tackle No. 1 


Tennessee linebacker Rico McCoy, a Volunteer going above and 
beyond Gator Jarred Fayson (11), plucked Florida’s Percy Harvin 
from out of thin air on this play, but who’s counting? Harvin 
escaped the Vols’ clutches often enough to turn four catches 
into 120 yards in the Gators’ 59-20 win. 
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